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In Thy Memory, 

Oh! Unsung Players, 

Thou Sacrificed Life, 

For The Theatre And The Stage. 
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Few Words 


Ramshankar Ray’s life is the story of cultural revolution of Orissa in 
the nineteenth century in general and the theatre movement in 
particular. He wrote plays, staged them and helped to grow a theatre 
loving audience. It was a time of turmoil in political and social sphere 
of the state with disturbances throughout. Ramshankar joined the 
band of the few, who had worked tirelessly to see a better motherland. 
He got the guidance of his elder brother Gourishankar and moved 
with confidence devoting full time to social work, writing and staging 
plays. Participation in theatre was not considered respectable those 
days. Without bothering much he joined this movement and gave 
theatre a prestigious position. 


During my study in Oriya drama, Ramshankar fascinated me for 
his intimate role in the development of Orissa, specially in the cultural 
arena. Then I was thinking of recording it and was in search of a 
medium. Sahitya Akademi gave me the opportunity; so this work was 
possible. I am greatful to the authorities of the Akademi for this. 


Prof. Dr. Hemant Kumar Das, an authority on the dramaturgy 
and history of Oriya drama, has published about 500 pages on 
Ramshankar and his work. These are my main sources of information. 
I owe my sincere gratitude to him. Besides, I have freely used the 
information from the works available, which are referred duly. I am 
thankful to them. 


Lastly, the book is prepared for the non-Oriya readers. If they 
are benefited, then I would feel my endeavour successful and labour 
rewarded. 


J. K. Das 
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Introduction 


Orissa, the sacred land of Lord Jagannath, is surrounded by high 
peaked mountains, deep sea and long rivers from all sides. Hence it 
was not easy for the invaders to lay their feet upon this land for years. 
It is known from the history that, as a race, the Oriyas were heroic, 
chivalrous and hard working and lived peacefully under their rulers 
for a long time. Orissa’s maritime trade was prosperous and the Oriya 
traders, theSadhabas, went to far off places like Sumatra, Java, Borneo, 
Bali Islands and established their colonics. They even travelled up to 
the coast of Africa with their ships, called Boifas, and vast quantity of 
wealth flowed to this land. 


The Oriya rulers extended their kingdom from the Ganga in the 
north to the Godavari in the south. The soldiers, called Paikas, were 
famous for their bravery and they never showed their back to the 
enemy, This state has got a rich tradition of art and sculpture as is 
evident from its numerous temples and it is also famous for its rich 
culture. 


British Invasion 

The last Gajapati King of Orissa, Mukunda Dev, was treacherously 
murdered by the Afgan General Kalapahad in 1568. Orissa, which 
was never subdued by any invader yet, was thus occupied by the 
Afgan. At that time, there was no powerful ruler in Orissa to check 
the outsiders. The vast Gajapati Kingdom had already split into small 
parts and the rulers of these areas were busy in safeguarding their 
own interests. Thus the Mughal Emperor Akbar, who was a friend of 
Mukunda Dev, occupied Orissa from the Afgans. But he could not 
pay regular attention to its administration, being far away in Delhi. 
Thus from 1568 till 1803, for a long period of 235 years, Orissa 
became a very attractive pasture for invaders like Muslims, Marathas 
and the Mughals. Finally, the Britishers took over Orissa from the 
Marathas in 1803, but except collecting the annual revenue, they did 
nothing for the development of the land. 


The Britishers did not understand the language of the peoplc. 
The subdued Oriyas remained uneducated and ignorant. Long politi- 
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cal insecurity and disturbances had cracked their backbones. The 
capital at Calcutta was difficult to reach. The Oriyas were afraid of 
going near the white people. The British government's reluctance to 
know this land and the people, and the Oriya’s difficulties to receive 
the new rulers made the gap wider thereby causing greater problems. 
The ruling class also brought a group of people from the neighboring 
states to help them in administration. Few Bengalces came to assist 
the Britishers in this matter and took the upper hand. They had come 
in contact with the foreigners earlier and knew their shortcomings 
well. Hence, this class, basically of job hunters misled the rulers to 
safeguard their own interests. This state and its people suffered a 
heavy loss due to the wilful conspiracy of the said class. The fateful 
‘Sunset Law’ ruined the financial stabilities of the Oriyas as Orissa 
zamindaries were auctioned at Calcutta for delay in payment of dues. 
It was not an easy task to go to Calcutta in those days. Hence, avail- 
ing of this golden opportunity, outsiders could easily become the owners 
of the zaminderies of Orissa. It is seen that nearly 350 zamindaries of 
Orissa, changed hands between 1806 and 1817 and in each case the 
new beneficiary was a Bengalee. Of course, their social status, finan- 
cial standing, educational background were much higher than that of 
the Oriyas and hence they were in an advantageous position. Their 
attitude towards Oriyas in most cases was that of a ‘Messiah’. They 
never concealed this idea that they had come to Orissa only to save 
the Oriyas from destruction. They dreamt rather of establishing a 
new colony for themselves and for this purpose they tried their level 
best to attack the Oriyas from all sides making this province weak. 


Bengal was first to embrace the Company Rule thereby wel-, 
coming the light of European civilization. But though Orissa was the 
immediate neighbour, Oriyas showed hostility from the beginning, 
which caused delay in the development almost by two centuries. When 
Orissa was invaded by East India Company, it was neither an easy 
entry nor a smooth sailing for the administrators. Because of the op- 
pression of the people and the local rulers, a stiff armed resistance 
broke out in 1817, namely Paik Rebellion proving the area difficult 
and the people troublesome. The middlemen and the assistants played 
mischief between the ruler and the ruled. This caused the breaking up 
of the state. Thus, the Oriya people were rewarded with a broken 
state, some parts were merged with the adjacent states, with a view 
to destroying the Oriya identity. It was unfortunate that with the rise 
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Introduction 3 
of the British reign, the decline of the Oriyas was clearly visible. 


This oppression and the negligence of the rulers gave rise to the 
massive famine known as Nanka Durbhikhya in the state in 1866. 
One fourth of Orissa’s population, numbering some lakhs, lost their 
lives and many more became homeless in this disastrous famine. Al- 
most half a century from the Paik Revolution (1817) to Nanka famine 
(1966) is described as thc period of social devastation in Orissa. This 
disaster could only open the eyes of the rulers and the administration 
had a direct impact on the subsequent developments in the state. The 
ruling class then tried to be careful about Orissa’s improvements. 
Communication system was improved, postal facilities were made 
available, railway lines were laid and thus gradually Orissa was con- 
nected to the outside world. 


First priority in the list of development of this state was the 
improvement of education. Prior to British occupation, the educa- 
tional system of Orissa was virtually shattered due to the continuous 
political unrest. The regional language still got the secondary place in 
the society, primary place being occupied by Sanskrit. Hence, for 
obvious reasons the condition of education was just precanious. In 
the village schools where old fashioned pundits were teaching, chil- 
dren of the higher castes were only getting scope to study. That was 
of no help because of real light was yet to reach them. This state of 
affairs irritated the ruling class, which was frequently expressed in 
their writings. One such example was a derogatory statement of Hunter, 
a western historian about Oniyas, “To the world’s roll of views, it will 
add not one name. The people of whom it treats have fought great 
battle for human liberty, nor have they succeeded even in the more 
primary task of subduing the force of nature to the control of man. 
To them the world stands indebted for not a single discovery which 
augments the comfort or mitigates the calamities of life. They have 
written no famous epics. They have stuck out no separate school of 
philosophy". It is obvious that Hunter was completely ignorant of the 
achievements of the Onyas. 


Renaissance in Orissa 


The Britishers were not interested in introducing their education system 
here at first. In 1823, the Baptist Mission Society opened a school at 
Cuttack, which was not well-attended. The local people strongly 
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believed that they would be outcasted if they permitted their children 
to read in a Christian school. Though more schools were subsequently 
opened in other districts, people did not cooperate with the authorities. 
The Bengali gentry grabbed this opportunity easily and their children 
readily availed of the scope. Oriyas were painted as fools, idiots and 
ignorant before the Britishers. Virtually there was no communication 
between the ruler and the ruled and the third party, therefore, could 
easily reap the best fruits through their Western connections. 


They developed a planned conspiracy to throw away the Oriya 
language from the schools and government offices. Repeated efforts 
were made to introduce Bengali in its place. Books and articles were 
written in support of this. Even scholars like Dr. Rajendra Lal Mitra 
came forward supporting the interest of the Bengalees in Orissa. But 
by this time quite a good number of Oriya leaders were able to protest 
against the autocratic attitude, headed by Fakir Mohan Senapati (1843 
— 1918) from Balasore and Gourishankar Ray (1838 — 1917) from 
Cuttack. They raised their voices against this. Fortunately, for Orissa, 
the then Commissioner T. E. Ravenshaw and Collector John Beams, 
supported wholeheartedly the cause of the Oriyas. The Oriya language 
was again restored in schools. 


Hinduism became a great hindrance, between the ruler and the 
ruled class. Hindu ideology created a great difference between the 
missionaries and the Oriyas. The worship of Lord Jagannath, and self 
sacrifice of lives under the great chariot of the Lord during the Car- 
festival raised a huge uproar in the British circle and Oriyas were 
identified as ignorants and fools. The Paikas of the Orissa Gajapati 
revolted against the British rule led by Buxi Jagabandhu, which soured 
the relation between both the classes. The revolution was somehow 
subdued, but bitterness reminded. 


Oriyas were, of course, conservatives. They desired to live 
peacefully with their own faith and beliefs. They tuned a deaf ear to 
all the developmental programmes undertaken by the Britishers. 
Western education and culture did not impress them. During the 
Muslim rule, some people of this land were forced to change their 
religion. The dreadful memories of those vicious moments were still 
fresh in the mind of the Oniyas. When the Christian missionaries came 
with a fresh religion, the Oriyas naturally became apprehensive and 
tried to remain aloof from the administration. Long subjugation had 
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totally destroyed the confidence of the Oriyas and they were suspicious 
to everything that was unconventional. 


Of course we cannot say that all the representatives of the ruling 
class were indifferent to the Oriyas as a race. In 1837, Commissioner 
Henery Rickets wrote a long letter to the Lt. Governor of Bengal, 
where he pleaded to increase government help to Orissa and also 
proposed to examine the possibilities of government employment 
offered to Oriyas. He also vehemently opposed the comments, given 
by Sterling, a historian about Oriyas. He further stated that the 
inhabitants of the coastal areas were suitably wise, enthusiastic and 
cultured, and were faithful in comparison to their neighbouring 
counterparts. Rickets clearly stated that Oriyas were not hypocritical 
or deceitful. Few other Britishers like Cockbumns, Rore, also wrote to 
the goverment about the good and noble qualities of the Oriyas. 
Gradually, the Oriyas could compromise with their conservative outlook 
and accepted the helping hands so cordially extended by the ruling 
class. They saw a new hope in the Western education. In 1872, the 
Lt. Governor of Bengal, declared that Oriya would be the medium of 
instruction at the school level. Thus, the language barrier, which was 
a great hindrance to the new education, was removed. Gradually, 
interest for the Western education increased and closed doors of 
Western culture suddenly opened before the Oriyas. 


The social condition of Orissa started changing. After the 
establishment of Cuttack College in 1868, a young educated class 
emerged, which tried their level best for the upliftment of their own 
people. The total social condition was fast changing, which gave birth 
to a scientific outlook within the society. Regular meetings, debates 
clubs and discussions were arranged which ventilated the modern 
thoughts within the society. Launching of the printing press provided 
opportunities to communicate with each other easily. Newspapers 
and magazines created an atmospherc for learning and the Oniyas 
welcomed the explosion of knowledge heartily. 


This trend could be named as Renaissance, which crept into 
Orissa during the second half of the nineteenth century. Printing 
presses, newspapers, and means of improved communications played 
a vital role to this new movement. The new railway system, which 
was completed during 1898-99, established regular connection with 
the outside world. This paved the way for regular interchange of 
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thoughts and ideas. People within the state came in close contact with 
each other and their eamest desire to be united under one state came 
into prominence. The idea of re-organisation of state on the basis of 
language, was born when the Janguage movement started. The Oriyas 
could easily gather under one banner and they protested collectively 
against this autocracy and won the war. This was the result of the 
new education which gave birth to a spirit of nationalism amongst the 
Oriyas. 


The ancient land was thus baptized with modern cultural 
movement, and the outlook of Oriyas was completely changed. The 
educated middle class took a leading role in this new civilization. 
Dr. Natabar Samantroy (1964) has presented a comparative picture 
of this change. The half century between the Paik Rebellion (1817) 
and Language Restoration Movement (1868) in one side and first 
missionary entry (1822) and birth of the magazine Utkal Darpan (1873) 
in other, were inter-related. The first fifty years were full of social 
sufferings and misery. The life of the race became distressed and 
disturbed every moment, and the flow of life obstructed and blocked. 
But the second fifty years saw the development of education. The 
time was shining and brightening with new hope. Basically the first 
was a symbol of destruction and the segond was of creation. A 
balanced union between these two and their gradual development gave 
rise to the growth of Oriya nationalism. 


Development of Oniya Literature 


Oriya is an ancient language, originated from the Purva Magadhi branch 
of the Aryan family. It has its own round script, closer to southern 
brethren. The literature is equally old and prosperous having a rich 
heritage emerging since 7th century A.D. The earliest form of Oriya 
poems can be seen in Vajrayan school of Budhism of 7th to 9th 
century.Though Sanskrit was the base and developed simultaneously 
with the other areas here encompassing a valid field, a parallel flow of 
the Oriya language atso found place in the poetical creations. Taking 
local foik requirements, Oriya poets wrote poems and kavyas, the 
palm leaf manuscripts which are preserved in length and breadth of 
the state in huge numbers. 


The language was so rich that a Sudra poet, Adikavi Sarala Das, 
wrote his Mahabharat in Oriya, first of its type in a regional language, 
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in the 15th century. Similarly, Ramayan and other Puranas with a 
host of kavyas written by saint poets in the state found their way to 
every home. Jagannath Das is a household name not only in Orissa 
but also in a larger part of Benga! and Assam for his Bhagabata, the 
story of Krishna, in vernacular language. Then with the emergence of 
Upendra Bhanja and Kavisurya Baladev, the language got further 
enriched. So by the time the British occupied this land, Oriya literature 
had a rich tradition of its own, but with a very little scope for spreading. 


After passing through a repulsive phase, the development of the 
literature gained momentum with the emergence of Renaissance. 
Missionaries came with the printing press and printed books for 
spreading their religion, but the education that they imparted, made 
the people conscious of their surroundings. The enlightened mass 
born of this education actively participated in the general development 
of the region. Literature also saw a proportionate expansion with the 
establishment of schools, the public presses, publication of magazines, 
newspapers and printing of books. 


In this earlier stage of modernization, centres of activities were 
developed in towns like Balasore, Cuttack and Puri. During the entire 
century, since the British occupation of Orissa (1803). the state saw 
a complete upheaval and the literature a facelift. The preparation that 
was made in the first seven decades, saw its fruit in the last three 
decades. The period witnessed development of poetry, fiction and 
drama in Oriya literature. Fakir Mohan Senapati (1848 — 1918) and 
Gourishankar Ray (1838 — 1917) as stated earlier, played significant 
role in making the movement successful. They were helped by a host 
of others including Ramshankar Ray (1857 — 1931), a brother of 
Gourishankar, Radhanath Ray (1848 — 1908) and Madhusudan Rao 
(1853 — 1912). 


Though some self-centered Bengalees created problems in Orissa, 
many were exceptions to this. They liked Orissa as their motherland 
from heart and soul. Some were charmed by the natural beauty of the 
place, while others respected the cult of Lord Jagannath, whom 
Chaitanya Dev adored in the sixteenth century, thereby establishing a 
closer tie with the state. One such Kayastha family lived in Dikshitpara 
of Cuttack district which accepted this land as their own long before 
Britush occupation, probably since the sixteenth century. They had a 
broad outlook and devoted themselves to the development of this 
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state, taking Keen interest in its language, literature and culturc. They 
did not find much difference between Orissa and Bengal as the food 
habits, manners, dress etc. similar to great a extent with a similar 
philosophy of life. During the nineteenth century, this family presented 
Orissa with two valuable gems. The elder was Gourishankar Ray, an 
epitome of journalism whose writing made the progress of Orissa 
noteworthy in all the fields in general particularly in culture. He was 
followed by his younger brother Ramshankar who made a name in 
social life and literature with equal ease. 
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Ramshankar's Time and Life 


Ramshankar Ray (1857 — 1931), the father of modern Oriya drama, 
flourished during the second half of the nineteenth century. His 
forefathers came from a far away place, Champapur, in Burdwan 
district of present West Bengal and settled in a remote village called 
Dikshitpara of Cuttack district in Orissa. 


It is told that after the Moghul occupation in the middle of the 
sixteenth century, emperor Akbar sent his revenue minister Todarmall 
for a fresh revenue settlement to this province of Orissa, He was 
accompanied by a group of Bengali employees who came here to help 
him in settlement matters. After the completion of the work, many of 
them returned to their native places, but a few of them stayed back 
and accepted Orissa as their new motherland. With them remained 
the Ray family also. Their surname was ‘Basu’ or ‘Bose’, which was 
subsequently changed to Ray. This Ray family settled in this land of 
Jagannath for ever. 


Madhab Prasad Ray, who belonged the third or fourth generation 
of this family was a Muktar by profession. Orissa was occupied by 
the British when he was young. Madhab Ray, being a farsighted man, 
could easily visualise the future prospects of the English people in this 
land. The power of the white people was gradually growing throughout 
India and the condition of Orissa was really miserable due to 
maladministration. 


Madhab Prasad Ray was-wise enough to have a good relation 
with the ruling class. There is a big monastery at Puri called Emar 
Math. Ray was appointed the legal adviser of this Math in its Cuttack 
branch, called Sukhimath. Somehow this Math was abolished and 
Ray took the Math premises on lease from the Mahant. Subsequently, 
Ray-Bhawan, the permanent residence of the Ray family, was built in 
this premises. 


Madhab Ray had four sons out of whom Sadasib was the eldest 
who was working in British Adalats. Sadasib also hud four sons; 
namely Gourishankar, Gangashankar, Harishankar and Ramshankar. 
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Only the eldest and the youngest of these brothers survived. Both 
Gangashankar (died at the age of 18) and Harishankar (died in 1892) 
died while young. Ramshankar was twenty years younger to his eldest 
brother Gourishankar (b. 1838). 


Early Life 

Ramshankar was born in June 1857. He had his primary education in 
a traditional method in the village school. By this time, Ray family had 
completely accepted Orissa as their motherland and Oriya as their 
mother tongue. Hence, young Ramshankar was taught in Oriya. He 
was acquainted with the ancient and medieval literature of Orissa 
which was mainly poetic and musical. Orissa has a rich tradition of 
this musical literatures and young Ramshankar developed a liking for 
this literature. After completion of his primary education in the village, 
he was sent to Cuttack for higher education at the age of seven. 
Describing his early education, Ramshankar wrote, “After reading 
under a village teacher (Abadhan) in a local school (Chatsali), when 
I came to Cuttack for further study, 49 years ago at the age of 7 
years, there was no Oriya medium schools” (Mukur 9 (11), 248-252, 
1915). His elder brother Gounishankar had by this time been settled at 
Cuttack. Young Ray came to live with him. 


So, in the year 1864, there was no Oriya medium school at 
Cuttack. Hence Ray was admitted to a Bengali school and started 
learning the language. Subsequently, he also learnt Urdu and Persian, 
besides English and Sanskrit. 


Ray’s elder brother Gourishankar is the first and foremost name. 
in Oriya journalism. He was an enlightened man and though serving 
under the Britishers, never hesitated to protest against any flaw in the 
administration. In 1868, he started an Oriya weekly called Utkal 
Deepika, which ventilated the hope and expectation, happiness and 
sorrow of the Oriyas in an uncompromising spirit. Thus he acted as a 
bridge, a very strong bridge indeed — between the administration and 
the administered. With his patronage Utkal Printing Company was 
established as the first press with the aim to print all the valuable 
ancient literature of Orissa. It had its own hall where regular meetings, 
debates and essay readings were held. Thus Gourishankar was a 
pioneer in gathering all the enlightened mass under one banner and 
helped them to communicate with each other and ventilate their views 
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to the administration. Thus the entire elites were connected with Urkal 
Deepika in some way or the other. Ramshankar grew up under this 
cultural environment and could easily develop a very wide outlook, 
which was determined to improve the state of affairs here in all 
respects. 


Towards the seventies, a very nasty dispute broke out between 
the Oriyas and the Bengalees regarding abolition of Oriya from schools 
and government offices of Orissa. Gourishankar immediately came 
to the rescue of the Oriya language and unhesitatingly fought to restore 
the Oriya in Orissa. Young Ramshankar carefully watched the activities 
of his brother and formed his own opinion. His attachment to Oriya 
language and literature deepened. Reminding the then situation 
Ramshankar narrated later — “While 1 was reading in the second 
standard of the school — a huge battle outbroke to introduce Oriya in 
the school and all government offices. As a result, we had to read 
Oriya with Bengali. Till then there was no printed prose book in Oriya. 
Gradually books were transiated from Bengali." 


During Ranshankar’s studentship there was a great dearth of 
Oriya textbooks, especially there was no prose textbooks. Printing of 
Oriya books started in 1807 with the Bible by the missionaries from 
Sreerampur, Calcutta. But till 1869 — during long sixty-two years — 
only seventy Oriya books were printed. Most of these were government 
reports, almanac or translations from Bengali. There was virtually no 
original prose book in Oriya. The Bhramabhanjan, published in 1868, 
was the first specimen of modern Oriya poetry and this was also a 
translation of Parvel'’s Hermit. Fakir Mohan Senapati published his 
Bharat Varshar Itihhas in two parts during 1869-70 and besides this all 
other textbooks were translations. Hence Ramshankar's allegation about 
dearth of Oriya textbook was true. 


Ramshankar passed his middle vernacular examination from 
Government Bengali School, Cuttack in 1870 and was awarded a 
scholarship for getting first class. Then he was admitted to the Cuttack 
School. During this period he was addicted to tobacco and smoking. 
He failed in his Entrance Examination in the first attempt. He was 
scolded by his elder brother and then he gave up these bad habits for 
good. Then he studied sincerely giving much time and took the Entrance 
again. He succeeded with a first division getting a junior scholarship. 
On passing the Entrance, he was admitted to the Cuttack College in 
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the First Arts (Present Intermediate) class. 


During this period a very interesting incident happened which 
tied his fate with the dramatic arena. On February 7, 1878, a Bengali 
play named Ramavishek was staged at the residential premises of one 
Babu Gopal Chandra Ghose, a zaminder. The people of Cuttack 
witnessed a play in the regional language for the first time. The local 
press welcomed this ‘novel attempt’ whole-heartedly. Utkal Deepika, 
the leading weekly, wrote, “nobody in Orissa even dreamt that so 
soon a real drama would be staged. This was really a red letter day for 
the Oriyas.”” Ramshankar got the opportunity to enjoy this play. 


Later on Ramshankar thought that as there was no Oriya play 
available, a Bengali play should be staged. From that day he decided to 
try his hand in writing a play in Oriya. While still a student, Ray 
whole-heartedly dedicated himself to the cultural movements. In 1878 
a monthly magazine called Urkal Madlhupa came out from Cuttack 
Printing Press. Krushna Chandra Pattnaik was its editor, but Ray actively 
participated in its management. Although this magazine lived only for 
two years, a new writer in Oriya was born. He was Ramshankar. His 
poetry Premitari Gatha and a novel Soudamini were serialized in it. 
Soudamini could not be completed due to the untimely death of the 
magazine. As a student Ray was well-read covering various fields of 
knowledge. He regularly read English poetry and drama. The horizon 
of knowledge gradually spread. His interest in literature increased and 
he himself started writing. The then educated mass of this state, thought 
it to be their sacred duty to do something for literature. Ray was no 
exceotion. His elder brother Gourishankar was a glaring example before 
him. 


Searching for a profession 


Ray was actively participating in all the meetings held at Cuttack. In 
1879 he passed his F. A. Examination in second class. After a short 
while he joined as a money-order clerk on 4 June 1879 in the office of 
the commissioner and started his professional career. The suffocated 
atmosphere there, compelled him to look for a new pasture. He left 
the job and joined as an Asst. Teacher in the Collegiate School. There 
also he was not happy. He left teachership and returned to his old job. 


The stereotyped atmosphere of his office always troubled him. 
He understood well that, service was not his cup of tea. For his peace, 
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he had to do something independently. He therefore prepared for the 
law examination, appeared privately and passed from Calcutta 
University in 1884. The same year he resigned from his government 
service and started legal practice. 


By then he was already known throughout Orissa as a writer, as 
he had already written three plays (Kanchi Kaberi, Banabala and 
Kalika), one book of poetry (Prematari Gatha) and one novel 
(Saudarmini). Fortunately at this time he was introduced to Mahant 
Raghunath Puri of Kothpada. Mahant appointed Ray as his legal adviser 
with an honorarium of Rs. 700/- per annum. The Mahant was a great 
patron of drama, dance and music. Ray requested him to have a 
permanent stage at Kothpada where Oriya plays could be staged 
regularly. Mahant obliged him immediately and from 1885 till 1916, 
for long 31 years, Ray's plays were staged on the Kothpada stage 
regularly. 


In 1885, Ray's wife died leaving behind a young daughter. It 
was a great shock to him. He was only 29 then. He got marned again 
the next year. Taking occasional leave from his legal protession, he 
regularly devoted sometime for cultural work. In 1885, a grand meeting 
of Utkal Sahitya Sammulani was organised at Cuttack, where Ray 
actively participated in all the deliberations. He was a regular participant 
in all the cultural meetings arranged at Cuttack. Kayastha Sammilani 
was organised by him around this time and Ray was its Asst. Secretary. 


Ray lived in a big joint family and he alone had to shoulder all the 
financial burden. Unhesitatingly he shouldered this responsibility and 
never gave any opportunity to complain. 


Public Service 


His role as a public worker is certainly praiseworthy. He was a great 
champion of people’s cause and always came forward to fight for the 
benefit of the general mass. In 1889, there was a public committee to 
eradicate famine from Orissa in which Ray was there as a member. 
Ray always muonaged to steal some time for his literary persuits. In 
1891, a literary magazine called Utkalprava was launched from 
Mayurbhanj. Maharaja Sri Ramchandra Bhanj Deo was its patron. 
Ray’s volumnous novel Bibasini appeared in this magazine and was 
awarded by the Maharaja. In 1893 Indradhanu, another magazine, 
was launched where Ray’s novel Unmadini found its place. The maga- 
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zine met an untimely death and the novel remained incomplete like his 
first novel. 


In 1886, Gounishankar launched Utkal Shabha for the development 
of the province, where Ramshankar actively participated. The Indian 
National Congress was founded in 1885 and Utkal Sabha supported it 
whole-heartedly from the first day. It accepted all its proposals and 
believed in the Congress ideology. He attended at least four sessions 
subsequently in 1901 at Calcutta, in 1903 at Madras and in 1904 and 
1906 as a representative from Orissa. 


In 1894, Ray became the vice-chairman of the newly founded 
Cuttack municipality. He occupied this post for long nine years being 
elected three times. During this tenure he tried for the improvement 
of health and education of Cuttack town. Road and drainage systems 
were improved. Every afternoon he visited each and every part of the 
town and tried to solve the problems. 


In 1893 Ray published the translation of the Bhagabat Geeta in 
simple and lucid Oriya. 


In 1903, Ray was presented with a certificate by the government 
in a Durbar, for his keen interest in public work, which was a rare 
honour in those days. In the same year, Utkal Sammilani, a public 
institution for the Oriyas, was launched by Utkal Gaurab Madhusudan 
Das, where Ray also participated. Till his death, he used its special 
red turban and also wrote Kanchanmatl:t, a play to preach the objectives 
of Utkal Sammilani. 


Utkal Sahitya Samaj, a literary institution, was launched at this 
time of which Ray became the vice-president. In 1904, he became 
the chairman of the Cuttack Municipality and came out with certain 
concrete proposals for the improvement of the town. 


His view on religion was a sign of tolerance and kindness. He 
supported the cause of reformation, hoisted by the Arya Samaj, and 
also took keen interest in the deliberations of Gaudiya Vaishnavism. 
He strongly opposed the castism and discussed its bad effects in his 
works. 


Literary persuits 


He translated the Ishopanishad, Kenopanishad, Yajurveda (in 3 parts) 
and Rigveda in 1911. He was so busy in this work that he could not 
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write any drama — which had been his first love from 1906 to 1911. 
Towards 1916-17 Ray translated the 80th Sukta of the Rigveda and 
named it Swaraj Sukta. “Ramshankar has left writings in other genres 
also. All these bespeak a diligent pen and earnest solicitude for literary 
work. It also shows the great sympathy he felt for the Sanskrit tradition” 
— was the statement given by P. R. Sen (1947). Ray regularly 
contributed thought-provoking essays in the then magazines such as 
Utkal Sahitya, Mukura, Utkal Deepika, Utkalprava and Indradhanu 
etc. Besides this he regularly helped his elder brother in the management 
of Urkal Deepika. Sometimes he even wrote the editorial for it. 


Gourishankar took up a scheme of collecting old manuscripts of 
the ancient kavyas and edited and published them. Thus books like 
Rasa Panchak, Lavanyabati and Prema sudhanidhi of Kavi Samrat 
Upendra Bhanja, came to light with suitable annotations. Ramshankar 
was highly inspired by this venture and he himself edited Bidagdha 
Chintamani and Rasa Kallola, two great works of Vaishnav poets 
Abhimanyu Samant Sinhara and Dinakrushna Das. The sad demise of 
his sagacious elder brother shocked and benumbed Ramshankar for 
some time. Gourishankar was not only an affectionate elder brother 
to him, but since his childhood, he protected Ray with fatherly love, 
from all the worldly dangers. He was just like the shade of a gigantic 
banyan tree, where Ray took shelter and was relaxed from all his 
worldly fears. That vulnerable shadow is gone for ever. It was quite 
natural for Ray to feel dejected but soon he controlled himself and 
resumed his normal activities. 


First of all he established a printing press in the name of his elder 
brother and tried to complete his unfinished work. 


He occupied the chairmanship of Cuttack Municipality till 1923 
and took all possible steps, which could solve problems faced by the 
public. For his selfless service the government conferred upon him 
the much coveted title of Rai Bahadur in 1924. 


In 1928 he got yet another severe shock from his own people 
for whom he had dedicated his whole life. “Utkal Sabha” — the brain 
child of Gourishankar — was working seriously since its birth for the 
development of the local people. There was no bar of caste, creed or 
even language. In 1928, a decision was taken by the members of the 
working committee debarring all Bengalees fromits membership. Ray, 
an active member, was greatly hurt by the attitude. He painfully decided 
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to give up all the relations from this organisation and joined the newly 
formed Bengali Sabha. For this act he was severely criticised, but he 
remained unperturbed till his death. He wrote, “I am not trying to 
establish myself as a Bengali. My forefathers accepted Orissa as their 
homeland and became Oriya. I am also an Oriya like my forefathers.” 


Even during these hectic and disturbed days he never abstained 
himself from his literary persuits. In 1927 he published the Oriya 
translation of Manusamhita and in 1928 Swetaswatara Upanisad was 
also published. For this he had to study the Vedas, and Samhita 
Upanisads seriously for a long time and carried in researches collecting 
various editions, discussing with scholars. Only to translate Manu 
Samhita or Manu Smruti he consulted more than fourteen different 
editions of the book and elicited a rational meaning out of them. Ray 
concluded after a lot of discussion, “Veda stands for non-violence 
and non-violence is the essence of the Vedas”. 


In 1930 when he had crossed seventy, he decided to collect all 
his literary works in a single volume and publish it. Thus Ramshankar 
Granthavali was released in 1930. 


Ramshankar had left his native village while he was a mere child. 
Since his seventh year he had been living in the town. But he never 
forgot his birth place. This was perhaps for Gourishankar, who 
throughout his life was deeply attached to his village Dikshitpara. He 
took all possible steps for the development of his village. He opened a 
school and a dispensary in Dikshitpara in those days. During the 
Dashara days he, like Gourishankar, used to go to his own village and 
actively participate in the Puja. During the period of Puja he used to 
read and discuss Vedas on a regular basis, Like his elder brother he 
was also a great patron of music and dance. Hence sometimes he 
invited ‘nautch' girls from Calcutta, for the entertainment of the local 
people, or he staged plays. He liked traditional music very much and 
practised music at least twice a week. He was also a patron of modern 
Hindusthani and Bengali music. 


As a traditionalist, he made it a point to spend some time in his 
garden with the plants and sometime with his cattle. The secret key 
of sound health and mental peace lies with regular Briksha Seva and 
Go Seva — thus goes the traditional belief. Ramshankar was a staunch 
believer of this old saying. He had a big garden in his town village 
Dikshitpara. 
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Professionally he was successful as a lawyer. He was present almost 
in all spheres of social life. He was secretary of Oriya Association 
Managing Committee, President of the Managing Committee of P. M. 
Academy and Asureswar M.E. School. He managed all the works 
successfully by suitably dividing his time. In his personal life he was 
dutibound, righteous, impartial and honest. Punctuality was an 
inseparable part of his personality. 


Throughout his life, he was guided by the motto ‘Work is 
workship’. “Karmanye Badhikaraste"” was the gospel which led him 
amidst all the encircling gloom and he always came out successful. 
As stated earlier, all his work was selfless. He was dedicated to the 
cause of art, literature, music and culture of Orissa and gave Orissa a 
good name in the country. He also tried his level best to improve the 
social conditions of Orissa as a reformist. Towards the later part of 
the nineteenth century, Orissa was still a land of superstitious and 
blind beliefs. This was a great hindrance in the progress of Orissa. He 
took up his pen and declared war against all sorts of social vices like 
addiction, child marriage, inequal-marriage, old-age marriage, 
prostitution etc. An optimist he preached optimism through his 
writings. 


As we have stated earlier, Renaissance crept into Onissa during 
the second half of the nineteenth century. Educated young men 
welcomed this trend whole-heartedly. Persons like Ramshankar carried 
its message to the common people. Ramshankar strongly felt that 
until and unless the common people were persuaded to participate in 
the new culture, the development of the state would be a far cry. Ray 
was not a historian, but he created history himself. The history of the 
modern Orissa will remain incomplete without him. 


Ramshankar died at the age of seventy-four. The day was 13 
September, and the year was 1931. He was attacked by cercbral malaria 
on 1 September. Gradually his health deteriorated and three to four 
days he was in commatose. He never gaincd his sense back and 
breathed his last. With him ended an epoch which is still remembered 
for many reasons. 


Urkal Sahitya, the then leading Oriya monthly, lamented his death 
in a very touchy manner: “Ramshankar was an incarnation of traditional! 
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faith and belief”. According to the editor, “the foot-prints of the 
memorable epoch ended with him. He was a combination of ancient 
and modern in one.” 


A Successful Personality 


‘Punctuality’ was the secret of his success in life. Ray divided his life 
equally in three parts and spreaded the work in three directions. They 
are (a) Social work (b) Literary Persuits (c) Family. He was punctual 
even for an unimportant work. It is said that once a high official came 
to his place half an hour before the appointed time but Ramshankar 
met him only at scheduled time. For this he was liked by all and 
succeeded everywhere. Being independent minded he never liked to 
have government service, which would restrict his movement. Hence, 
he decided to accept an independent profession like law. This enabled 
him to get ample opportunity for social work and literacy activities. 


As a social worker, he took necessary steps to check cholera, 
small-pox etc., which broke out as serious epidemic in those days. He 
himself attended such patients whenever required. As chairman and 
vice-chairman of Cuttack Municipality, he tried his best to improve 
the health, education and roads and drainage system of Cuttack town. 
He always raised his voice against the evils of casteism through his 
literature. He well understood that conservative outlook and bigotism 
are two reasons which restrict the social improvement. Hence he 
waged a relentless war against these social evils and utilised his literature 
in this noble cause. 


As a litterateur, he tried first of all to improve the prose style in 
Oriya. Excepting Babaji there was no drama in Oriya. The audience 
was fed up with the traditional Yatra, Leela and Swangas. Ray was 
then determined to write dramas in Oriya. Being dissuaded by friends 
and well-wishers, he resolved that Oriya language was prosperous 
due to its ancient and mediaeval poets. Dramas could be written in 
this language easily. He said to himself “At least I should try once”. He 
further thought that careful polishing brighten even rusty things. 
Beautiful music is produced from iron wire. Oriyas as a nation, are 
full of noble ideas. Necessary langunge could surely express it. Ray 
proved this in his writings. He wrote fourteen plays and set a glaring 
example before others, that, dramas in Oriya were possible. Also he 
tried his hand in writing novels when there was no novel in Oriya. He 
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came forward to be the first novelist and wrote the first novel in 
Oriya. 


Of course he could not complete that. Hence Saudamini remained 
incomplete duc to the untimely death of the magazine where it was 
being serialised. Thereafter he wrote his full fledged novel Bibasini. 
The third novel Unmadini also met with the same fate like the first. 
Ray tried his hand in poetry in the beginning of his career. While a 
student he translated Hermit a poem by Goldsmith in five cantos. 
This created a tradition for the later poets like Kavivar Radhanath, 
Bhakta Kavi Madhusudan, and others. Besides these, he also translated 
various ancient Hindu scriptures. As a litterateur, he had and still has 
an important place in Oriya literature. 


In those days Ramshankar got the rare opportunity to be trained 
and acquainted with western culture through education. This widened 
his thought process and he understood that the essence of Western 
culture was essential for the improvement of Orissa. Especially a 
novel spirit of nationalism which was brought and nourished through 
literature by him proved beneficial for this province. 


He was a man of many facets. He was a moralist. He was 
independent minded, kind hearted and patriot in spirit. He had dedicated 
his entire life for the upliftment of the Oriya language and culture. His 
uncompromising war for the cause of Oriya nationalism has given 
him a permanent place in each of every Oriya’s heart. 


Though a Bengali by birth he always liked to identify himself as 
an Oriya, He well understood that his fate was nothing but the fate of 
an ordinary Oriya. Hence he always fought for the Oriya cause. This 
feeling was inherited by him from his elder brother Gourishankar, 
who was also a strong pillar of Oriya nationalism. Gourishankar always 
stood against oppression and injustice done to Oriyas. Utkal Deepika, 
the premier journal of the then Orissa, was his powerful weapon. 
Ramshankar, from his early young days, was with Gourishankar and 
became a part and parcel of his elder brothers’ philosophy of life. 


Ramshankar dreamt for the Oriyas and Orissa. But we cannot 
say that he was mearly a lotus eater. He was rather a serious worker, 
who always employed his energy and thinking to make his dream 
successful. His untiring and involved effort found him a permanent 
niche in the social, political and literary spheres of Orissa. 
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Ray always liked to choose his own path and treaded lonely upto 
the last to make his point. And that is the identity of a real genious. A 
true genious never likes to follow the traditional way, paved by others. 
Rather he found pleasure to track in an untrodden way. Ramshankar 
was also doing the same. The modern drama of Orissa is indebted to 
him as he set a bright trend in that field. Thus he is rightly addressed 
as the ‘Father of Oriya drama’ by no less a person like Utkal Gourab 
Madhusudan Das, the builder of modern Orissa. 


The nineteenth century Orissa was a land of ignorance, 
superstitions and conservatism. Ray became the torch-bearer to rescue 
his own motherland and people from the darkness. His undaunted 
effort duly bore fruit, which was shared by the Oriyas. Death is a 
worldly truth, which no mortal can avoid. But an actual worker never 
dies. Hv lives eternally through his noble deeds. Ramshankar was one 
such worker, whose permanent footprints still shines on the sands of 
time. Souls like him always defy death. He was always there with the 
people of Orissa, he is still there and he will be with them till eternity. 
His dedicated life reminds us about one English poet, who said, 

Lives of great men all remind us 
We can make our lives sublime 
And, departing leave behind us 
Footprints on the sands of time. 
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Asa Litterateur 


Ramshankar was a versatile writer, putting his hand in all branches of 
literature. Though he was widely known as a dramatist, he has written 
poetry, novels and essays besides translating many Hindu scriptures. 
His editorial capability was also proved with the periodicals and the 
old classics in the then Oriya literature. He took a vow to participate 
actively in the development of literature and wrote extensively. That 
was also a historical need at a time when the Oriya language was in 
danger. Though there was a rich cultural heritage and old literary 
tradition, Orissa saw a setback during this period due to political 
disturbances. 


The atmosphere was congenial for Ramshankar. Elder brother 
Gourishankar was the focal point in Cuttack for a cultural upheaval 
along with few others from different parts of the state along with his 
Journalism. Their tireless work to bring back the old name to the state 
was in peak. Ramshankar, a true brother, followed his course and 
contributed wholeheartedly to literary persuits with a missionary zeal. 
Hence he wrote everything possible — poetry, novel, drama, essay, 
travelogue etc, and enriched the arena of modern Oriya literature. 


A Bom Poet 


Like many others Ramshankar also started his literary career as a 
poet. Prior to him Jagmohan Lala, the pioneering dramatist of Orissa, 
had translated a poem which was published by Gourishankar. This 
Bliramabhanjan was selected as a text book for the middle vernacular 
examination, which young Ramshankar read as a student. He was 
inspired so much that he himself translated a poem of Goldsmith in 
1878 which was named Prematari Gatha, a ballad on love. Young 
Ramshankar while only a student, composed this poem and published 
it in Utkal Madupa, a literary magazine. His emotional and romantic 
outlook has been depicted in each and every stanza of his poem. 


Its plot has been woven through a tightly knit childhood love in 
an lucid and simple style. Naveen and Lavanglata, the hero and heroine 
of this work, are deeply attached to each other from their early 
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childhood. Young Naveen starts for a farway country and thus the 
Jovers are separated. Without waiting for Naveen’s retum Lavanga 
proceeds to him and thus both of them are reunited. On the way their 
vessel meets with an accident and they are again separated. They take 
shelter in an island covered with thick groves without knowing each 
other's existence. A hermit rescues Lavanga, gives her shelter and 
finally proposes to her, which is promptly refused by Lavanga. The 
enraged hermit curses her that her lover shall die, if she meets him 
within one month. Naveen accidentally meets Lavanga, but 
remembering the curse Lavanga keeps herself away from Naveen. 
Deeply hurt by the indifference of Lavanga, Naveen leaves her and 
goes away. In the meantime the duration of the curses period is over. 
Lavang, disguised as a mendicant, goes in search of Naveen. At last 
the lovers are united on the bank of the river Godavari and live happily. 


This maiden attempt of the poet was then welcomed by the press 
and the intelligentia. A review of the poem was published in the leading 
weekly the Calcutta Gazette, published from Calcutta, “Prematari 
(Vessel of Love), a love poem in five cantoes, of which a bee is the 
hero and a tender creeper is the heroine has been presented to us by 
its author Babu Ramshankar Ray” (June 1880). In reality we have 
seen two human beings of real flesh and blood are the hero and heroine 
of this poem. Perhaps the reviewer wrote this review without going 
through the book. A reader reacted in Utkal Deepika, “the reviewer 
should have been more careful while writing the review in a prestigious 
paper like the Calcutta Guzette” (13.1.1883). Sambad Vahika from 
Balasore welcomed the new poet saying that in future this poet would 
write in a flawless style. An impartial review was published in Utrkal 
Darpan, a local weekly on 25.3.1880. The reviewer carefully analysed 
the weak points of the poem and hoped that regular attempt and careful 
effort could improve the poetic talent of the poet. Neither the prophecy 
of Sambad Bahika nor the encouragement of Utkal Prava, could 
persuade the young poet for a second attempt. Ramshankar could 
very well judge his own poetic talent and bid good bye to the poetic 
world. 


We cannot say that this first emotional attempt of a young poet, 
occupies a permanent place in the modem Oriya Poetry. First of all 
the author could not prove his artistic talent in poetic diction to express 
his ideas. It was felt that the author just collected a few words at 
random and put them together in a pre-conceived metre to produce a 
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desired effect. Regular reading, imagination and deep perception of 
life adds polish to a real talent. Ramshankar was a well-read man no 
doubt but lacked the other two. So Prematari Gatha could not get full 
success. 


The arrangements of Prematari was good. He desired to analyse 
certain human consciousness in this poern. Musical element was one 
of the most important points for poetry in those days. Ramshankar 
innovated a new metre for his poetic works which are alleged to have 
been taken from Bengali poetry. But ultimately this metre tuned out 
to be ineffective and prosaic in nature. Ramshankar earnestly desired 
to remove the paucity of modern Oriya poetry by adding something 
to it. One cannot and should not suspect his earnest intentions regarding 
this. Moreover this paved the way for adaption of western themes, 
plots and characters in Oriya literature later. Hence Prematari has its 
own place in modern Oriya poetry. 


First Oriya Novel Left Incomplete 


Ramshankar, during the same period, started writing a novel. His first 
novel Saudamini (1878) was serialized in Utrkal Madhupa, a short 
lived Oriya monthly (1878-80). Thirty chapters of the novel were 
published. Ramshankar writes, “While a student in Ravenshaw College 
I launched a monthly called Utkal Madliupa, where my first novel 
Saudamini was regularly printed. But before the completion of the 
novel, the magazine was closed. I showed the novel to the Deputy 
Inspector of schools. The gentleman praised my attempt but told me 
bluntly that a novel cannot be considered as a text book. Hence I did 
not publish it and later the concluding chapters of this novel were 
lost.” The indifference of a Deputy Inspector, nipped the first Oriya 
novel in its bud. Within few years, Ramshankar’s drama Kanchi Kaveri 
and novel Bibasini were selected as text books and were read by the 
students of Calcutta University and Madras University. Ramshankar 
established himself as a novelist but he lost the rare opportunity to 
become the first novelist of Oriya literature. His second and the only 
fullfledged novel could be published only in 1891. By that time Umesh 
Chandra Sarkar, another novelist, had already published his only novel 
Padmamali. 


Saudamini is a historical novel. Allahuddin Khiljee, the Muslim 
ruler of Delhi, once attacks and kills the ruler of Ujjain. Prince Jaysingh 
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from Ujjain fights bravely with the Muslims and ultimately takes shelter 
in the forest. Here he meets Saudamini. The young lovers cannot 
remain together for long as the Muslim army suddenly appears there 
and forcefully sends Saudamini to Delhi. Here the story takes a new 
turn. Anandmayee, a bereaved lady appears with her friend princess 
Kusum Kumari before Jaysingh and tells him that her husband is 
missing long since in the war-field. Kusum Kumari has promised not 
to marry until the lost husband of Anandmayec traced. Jaysingh himself 
starts searching for the missing person. The novel has been published 
upto this. 


We do not know how the novel could have ended. Was the novel 
tragic or a comic one? From the available portion, it can easily be 
conceived that Jaysingh is a tragic character. Bankim Chandra 
Chatterjee, the renowned Bengali novelist, wrote some historical novels, 
adding his wide imagination to it. In most of the cases they were 
tragic in nature. Following the principle, it can be deduced that the 
novelist might have conceived a tragic end for his first novel. 


Oriya prose was still in its infant stage, though it had taken a 
shape, at the time. When this novel was being written, Radhanath and 
Madhusudan wrote in Sanskritised prose. Ramshankar mixed Sanskrit 
with colloquial vocabulary and created a special style of his own, 
which he used for the first time in this novel. We can perhaps say that 
this style paved the way for the use of more colloquial language in 
literature, and Fakir Mohan Senapati became the champion for this 
cause. 


Saudamini is an incomplete novel, but one can clearly see the 
element of pathos controlling ali other sentiments (Ras) in it. He was 
the real trend-setter in modern Oriya novel. Though Sambada-Bahika 
wrote “the style of Saudamini was not impressive and it had a lighter 
touch of a novel only in it,” still we can admit that Ramshankar was 
the true torch bearer in this field. 


His second novel Bibasini (1891) is also the second nove! in 
Oriya. This was published in Utkal Prava launched from Mayurbhanj. 
This novel was awarded with a prize of Rs. 100/- by the Maharaja of 
Mayurbhanj. Like his previous novel, Ray mixed history with 
imagination and made an artistic punch out of it, The pitiable condition 
of Orissa during the eighteenth century has been described in this 
novel. The Maratha invaders only knew how to loot a country and 
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take the booty to their own place. It is known from history that 
Sambhuji Ganesh (1768-70) was the Subedar in Orissa. Under his 
tenure, disturbances in Orissa was at its peak. A dreadful famine also 
shattered the mental strength of the people. This situation prevailed 
almost till 1803. When the state was finally taken over by the Britishers, 
there was no protest from the people against Maratha oppression. 


The novelist dreamt of a solution in his own way, by creating a 
Robinhood-type character. Raghu Patnaik, a character of Bibasint, 
constituted a group of daring youth, who fought against the Marathas 
and protected the common people. They were dacoits in the eyes of 
the administration. This group was patronised by the Sandha King of 
Kujanga (a zamindary of Cuttack district) and Duman Sardar, a staff 
of the king. This group distributed wealth collected from their robbery 
among the poor and needy people. Once this group looted the house 
of a rich man, Radha Govinda, and took away with them two young 
ladies — one a widow, adopted daughter of Choudhury called Kalavati 
and other young daughter Rasakala. Rasakala was sent to the king's 
harem and Kalavati was taken by the leader Raghunath himself. 
Raghunath's uncle Mayadhar had wanted to keep one of these booties 
for himself. But when things happened otherwise, he went to the 
Subedar and gave all the information of the robbery. The Subedar 
Sambhuji was attached by the famine stricken people and fled to the 
forest and Mayadhar was drowned in the river while escaping. Then 
Raghunath married Rasakala and Kalavati sacrificed her life in the 
altar of love drawing herself in the river. 


The well-knit story with its superior style was appreciated by 
the readers. Madhusudan Das wrote, “The author’s intimate knowledge 
of the idiom and provincialism of Oriya language is simply astonishing. 
I do not know whether it was the author’s object to the resources 
which were available to a student of colloquial Oriya for a forcible, 
expressive and laconic style, but whether he had or had not this 
objective view, he deserves the thanks from Oriyas for this invaluable 
service” (Utkal Deepika - 36(45)441-2-22.11.1802). 


The entire novel is written in a colloquial language used by the 
local people and has a very powerful story. The author has artistically 
analysed each and every incident narrated in it. The influence of the 
Bengali novel Anandamath (1882) cannot be totally ruled out on this 
novel. There are some similarities in the plot of both the novels. The 
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revolutinaries in.Anandamath were looting the government treasury 
and were helping the poor, whereas in Bibasini Raghunath looted the 
rich to help the needy. But the latter is a romantic novel, where morality 
and idealism prevail. Raghunath could not unit with his lady-love as 
she was a widow. Widow-marriage was inconceivable in those days. 


Some characters gathered from the life render this novel a superb 
structure. This speaks of the open-mindedness of the author. Rasakala, 
Kalavati and Raghunath, create a love-triangle, where Rasakala is the 
silent observer. She is a helpless toy in the hand of her fate. She is 
beautiful, simple and witty. She has full control over her passion and 
is a perfect moralist. She can be compared with Shakespeare's Miranda 
or Kalidas’s Shakuntala. Her paths draw the attention of the readers 
easily. 


We cannot, however, say that this attempt of the author is totally 
successful. Few short-comings in this novel can be seen by any critic, 
especially the narrative form and too much prosaic style makes this 
somewhat dull and insipid. It is rather difficult for a reader to 
concentrate on this novel at a stretch. Still we can accept this work as 
a valuable addition to Oriya literature. 


Ramshankar has mentioned about his third novel Unmadini (1893) 
which was published in Indradhanwu, a short-lived literary monthly. 
Before its completion the printing of the magazine was stopped and 
the printed portions of the novel are also not available now. 


Ramshankar wrote three novels, out of which two remained 
incomplete. It is not very difficult to access the literary talent of the 
author from a single complete work. Ray collected plots for his novels 
from history, as was done by other Indian authors in those days. He 
then added imagination and conceived the story. A clear picture of the 
contemporary society can be seen from these works. Characters were 
collected from the society. The author was conscious of his 
responsibility as a writer to the society. We may remind our readers 
that Ramshankar is the first writer to have ventured to write Oriya 
novels. Thus it can be said that he created a tradition, almost out of 
nothing. This tradition was healthy, strong and impressive. His was a 
pioneering work, where one can very clearly note the sharp insight of 
the author in analysing human characters. 
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Ray is known as a dramatist and immensly contributed to this 
undeveloped area. Impressed by his notable contribution to Oriya 
drama, a person no less than Utkal Gourab Sri Madhusudan Das, the 
builder of modern Orissa, addressed him as the “Father of Oriya 
Drama”. Because of his uncomparable dedication to the Oriya dramatic 
art, the title conferred upon him by Sri Das seems to be justified. 


Ray started his literary career as a poet. But his first poern Premtari 
did not create any favourable atmosphere for him. Then he decided to 
try his luck elsewhere and entered the field of drama. He speaks about 
his entry into the dramatic field like this: “Prior to this I wrote few 
poems and novels. But my friends Radhanath Ray and Madhusudan 
Rao emerged as poets on whose poetic talent I had great faith. So I 
left poetry. Much time is required to write a novel and also it is 
expensive to print it for its circulation. But writing dramas can at least 
satisfy me as I can act in it. So I start writing dramas.” (Mukura 9 (1) 
248-259, 1915). He further states, “My dramas were welcomed from 
all quarters and people came forward to stage these dramas. So being 
encouraged, I left writing poetry and novel, and devoted myself totally 
for the cause of dramas.” 


Thus Ramshankar began his dramatic career and remained there 
for long thirty-seven years. He wrote his first play Kanchi Kaveri in 
1880 and his last one Ramavisheka in 1917. The first drama was 
based on a popular legend of Orissa, with a slight historical touch and 
the last drama was based on a theme collected from the epic Ramayana. 
Ray has written fourteen dramas, which can be divided into four 
categories. 

Legendary Kanchi Kaveri 
Imaginary Kalikala, Budha Bara, Banabala, Badaloka and 
Viswa Yagnya 


Social Vishamodak, Yugadharma, Kanchnmali and Leelavati 
Religious  Ramvanabas, Kansabadha, Chaitanya Leela and 
Ramabhishek 


Out of these dramas Kalikala and Budha Bara have been categorised 
by the author as prahasan (farces), Babaloka and Viswa Yagnya as 
operas and Chaitanya Leela os traditional leela. “He has not left any 
type of drama untouched — historical, mythological, social, comic, 
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satiric and romantic plays were woven out of his own plots.” 
(Mayadhar Mansingh — History of Oriya literature pp.222) 


Ramshankar first started writing Kanchi Kaveri in 1880 when 
he faced serious objections raised mostly by his friends. They were 
of the opinion that the Oriya language was a fit medium for drama. 
But Ramshankar was determined to go on with the new experiment. 
He started writing and simultaneously discussed the manuscripts with 
his friends. On going through the discussions they were indifferent 
till the completion of the second act. But when they read the first 
scene of the third act, suddenly their opinion changed and they whole- 
heartedly supported the cause of Oriya drama. Thus Kanchi Kaveri 
was completed. 


Kanchi Kaveri was and still a very popular legend in Orissa for 
its patriotic theme. The literature of Orissa is enriched the heroic 
deeds of Gajapati Purushottam Dev. Poet Purushottam Das wrote a 
long poem on this theme in the sixteenth century and the Bengali poet 
Rangalal Bandyopadhyay also recreated this poem in Bengali. Ray 
was very much inspired by the humanitarian aspects of the legend 
and selected this for his drama. It is needless to say that the selection 
was appropriate. 


Purushottam Dev was the Gajapati of Orissa during the fifteenth 
century and he had a prolonged war with the Kanchi King over 
boundary disputes. History supports this. But the legend tells a different 
story. The Kanchi King once came to Puri with his daughter to witness 
the world famous Car Festival of Lord Jagannath. Purushottam and 
princess Padmavati of Kanchi saw each other and fell in love. Kanchi 
King Kalabergeswar agreed to marry his daughter to the Orissan Prince. 
In the meanwhile the Car Festival day came and the Orissan Prince, 
as the servant of the Lord, had to sweep the Lord’s Chariot with a 
gold broomstick. The Kanchi King was furious to see a ruler 
performing the act of a sweeper. He returned to his kingdom and 
refused to give his daughter in marriage to Orissa’s prince. 


A severe war broke out between the two kingdoms, where the 
Orissan prince was defeated in the first attempt. The prince returned 
to Puri, went straight to Lord Jagannath and prayed for His assistance 
in the war. The Lord assured this help and thus the Orissan prince 
went to try his luck for the second time. Lord Jagannath accompanied 
by his elder brother Balabhadra, proceeded immediately towards 
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Kanchi in disguise. On the way the thirsty gods drank curd from a 
cowherd lady named Manika and pawned their ring as the cost. Manika 
showed the ring to the Orissan prince, who was also following the 
Lord for war and got a huge reward. Needless to say this time the 
Kanchi King was defeated. Padmavati was brought to the capital as a 
prisoner and the king ordered his minister to marry her with a sweeper. 
Days passed by and Rathayatra (Car Festival) came again. The king 
as usual was performing his duties as a royal sweeper with gold 
broomsticks on the cars. Suddenly the clever minister appeared on 
the chariot with Padmavati and requested the king to accept the Kanchi 
princess as his bride. The king was enraged and accused the minister 
of disobedience of his order, who politely explained that he has just 
carried the order. He is submitting Padmavati to the greatest sweeper 
of the Lord. The king kept quiet. The shrewdness of his minister 
pleased him. Then the Orissan prince and Kanchi princess were happily 
married. The substance of the legend has been utilised suitably by the 
dramatist. 


The popularity of the legend played a vital role in the success of 
the drama. Those were the days when people liked mythology and 
history most. Hence Kanchi legend with its supernatural elements 
appealed the audiences very much. There are seventeen songs in this 
drama and in those days people liked musical plays more than anything 
else. The folk plays were all musicals. So the author had to utilise so 
many songs in this drama. 


While writing this play, the author had three examples before 
him: the traditional plays in Sanskrit and folk love and the English 
drama. As a traditionalist he first of all took the skeleton of the Sanskrit 
drama, added some ingredients of both English and folk plays. Thus a 
new style emerged which was an artistic amalgamation of all these 
three styles. The Sutradhara, Nata, Nati, Vidusakas were borrowed 
from Sanskrit dramas, techniques of scene and act divisions, 
introduction of nationalistic feeling and blank verse were taken from 
the English plays and finally the musical approach was supplied by 
the folk plays. 


This is the first popular Oriya play staged in Cuttack town, though 
not the first drama. In 1877, Babu Jagamohan Lala wrote and staged 
Babaji, the first drama in Oriya. But that was staged in a remote 
village called Mohanga in Cuttack district. Kanchi Kaveri is a landmark 
in the history of modern Oriya drama, in spite of all its weakness. 
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This drama earned name and fame for the dramatist. Being 
encouraged, he immidiately started writing his second drama Vanabala 
(1881). This time he selected Shakespearian drama to be transliterated 
into Oriya. As a student he had acquainted himself with Shakespeare 
and adapted this style. He was deeply impressed by the simplicity of 
Miranda, its heroine. Thus for the first time Shakespeare came to the 
Oriya stage in the local language. He adopted Tempest turning it to 
Vanabala and finally staged it in 1882. 


The complexity of the plot, created confusions amongst the 
audiences. Birupaksha, the king of the demons, steals Chitralekha, the 
daughter of king Nagesh of Orissa. The minister of the king is held 
responsible and is banished from the kingdom. The minister and his 
wife flee to the kingdom of the Gandharvas, where they are blessed 
with a daughter. They name her Vanabala. Virachandra, the prince of 
Orissa, goes on hunting. In the forest both Vanabala and Virachandra 
meet and fall in love with each other at the first sight. Virachandra 
stays in the Gandharva kingdom. The Orissan king comes to rescue 
his son, wages war and is defeated. Finally, both the lovers are happily 
married and then after a long time, the exiled minister returns to his 
own country. 


Vanabala created a mixed reaction among the audiences and a 
spectator even told that a drama like this was rare. There is no doubt 
that Vanabala could not gain the sympathy of the audience due to its 
complex plot. Moreover, the acting was not natural. Perhaps the 
perticipants were not fully trained. Unnatural acting, faulty plot 
construction and unnatural dialogue caused the failure of the drama, 


His third drama Kalikala (1883) is a serio-comic farce as stated 
by the dramatist. It was staged in March 1883. The author completed 
this play within four days on the eve of Xmas holidays of 1883. The 
story-element in this drama is negligible. Krushna Charan is an educated 
youth and is the only son of his parents. But duc to bad company, he 
becomes addicted to wine and prostitution. In the drunken stage, 
once he kills Paravati Bai, a nautch girl and is ultimately hanged. His 
family is ruined. 


In those days drinking and debauchery were very much prevalent 
among the educated youth and this was treated as a status symbol. Its 
social cffect was far-fetched. Families were ruined. Rich became 
pauper. Ramshankar was determined to raise his voice against this 
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social evil. His reformative attitude persuaded him to conceive such a 
plot, where the effect of these evils could be shown. Kalikala is a 
tragedy, which has wrongly been introduced as a “seriocomic farce” 
by the dramatist. Its hero Krushna Charan was educated. rich and 
service holder and had a position in the society. From this he was 
thrown out to dust and ultimately to death where everything was 
cooled down. 


This drama is a glowing example of the author's progressive 
outlook. He has followed the western dramaturgy fully as tragedy has 
been forbidden by the eastern dramaturgists. The pathos of the devoted 
wife, the blind affection of helpless parents, and the vicious activities 
of a misled youth have been shown in an artistic style. Elements of 
humour has added a new dimension to this drama. There are nearly 
seventeen songs in this short drama. The taste of the audience is only 
reflected in the excess use of music. The author gained immense 
popularity for this play. Motivating the public through entertainment 
was the principal objective of the dramatist. He was successful in this 
attempt. Subsequently a voice of complain was raised against drinking 
and prostitution and meetings were arranged to protest. Kalikala thus 
aroused a deep sense of consciousness though not throughout the 
state, but in Cuttack. After Kalikala Ramshankar remained silent for 
nearly eight years. During this period he resigned from government 
service and started his legal! career in 1884. A voice of protest was 
raised against dramatic performances which made the dramatist 
stunned for sometime. It was alleged that the young mass was going 
astray, Specially the characters of the young school students were 
being polluted by these performances. Ramshankar was deeply 
perturbed and vehemently opposed this scandalous notion of the social 
leaders. He opined that “the common mass is not yet prepared to 
understand the value of dramatic performances. It is strange that 
some educated people are also saying that the effort 1s fruitless and 
not beneficial for the society; they say that the future hopes of the 
society, the young mass are being polluted through this act. This may 
happen in a country where there is no independence. When a novel 
venture is started, it is quite natural that the voice of protest is raised 
from all quarters. But one should not bother for this.” Ramshankar 
was farm after sometime in his endeavour. He made up his mind and 
this time he came forward with a mythological play perhaps to silence 
the protesters. 
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Ramabanabasa (1891) was written and staged amidst great 
enthusiasm. The author collected materials for this drama from the 
Ramayan, the famous epic. After the marrige of Ramachandra, he 
was declared ‘crown-prince’ by his father Dasharatha. The drama 
starts from this point. But fate had something else for Rama. Kaikeyi, 
the second queen of Dasharatha, asked for the banishament of Rama 
for long fourteen years, during which her son Bharat would be the 
king of Ayodhya. Ramachandra was a devoted son. Hence without 
hesitation, he immediately prepared himself for the banishment. In the 
last act the author has described the pitiable death of Dasharatha, 
which was the result of a prior curse conferred upon him by a blind 
ascetic, whose son Srabankumar was slain by Dasharatha by mistake. 


This drama was an instant success for its well-knit story line 
and naturality. The author has carefully kept aside touches of the 
supernatural from this play. Radhanath Ray, renowned poet, 
congratulated the author on his success. He wrote, “Your constant 
effort has changed. the test of the local audiences towards dramatic 
performances.” Apperciations from the local press came in abundance. 
It is told that the mahant of Kathapada, Raghunathpuri, requested 
Ramshankar to write a mythological play and Ray wrote this one, 
which was widely appreciated. 


Next year Ray again retumed to the social theme and wrote 
Budhabara (Old Bride Groom,1892). In this reformative drama, Ray 
has condemned the old-age marriage as it always lead to complications. 
Old Natabara, as the story goes, desires to marry again although his 
married son opposes. But Natabara is firm in his decision. He changes 
his personality and tries to Jook young. Somnath marries his young 
daughter Ratimanjari with the old man and gets some money. The 
entire amount is enjoyed by Paramanand and Bholanath, both friends 
to Natabar. Natabar's son leaves home with his wife, and takes away 
the available cash. The young wife ultimately eloped with a household 
servant, leaving Natabar behind to lament. Actually Budha Bara is a 
successful farce. Old age marriage created a serious problem in Bengal 
during those days. Hence protest against this defective system was 
raised in literature. Dramatists like Dinabandhu Mitra, Michael 
Madhusudan and Laxminarayan wrote dramas on this theme. But in 
Orissa this was not a social problem at all, Hence a local weekly 
wrote, “We do not know about such hateful incident occuring in 
Oriya society.” 
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There are twenty characters and six songs in this short farce. It 
is therefore difficult to do justice to all the characters. One point 
objected by the local press was the abduction of the heroine by the 
servant, The press objected to such immoral incident and commented 
that it should not have found place in literature. Not withstanding this 
allegation, this humorous farce was also a grand success on the stage. 
“Need I repeat that as a comedy 1 consider it quite a finished product” 
was the comment given by the poet Radhanath Ray (Utkal Deepika, 
29.10.1892). 


Towards 1896 Kansabadh, another mythological play was written 
by the author, collecting story this time from the other epic 
Mahabharat. This was staged inside the Kanika palace. The slaying 
of Kunsa by Sri Krishna is the subject matter of this drama. The 
affection of Nanda and Yashoda for Krishna, spiritual love of Radha 
and Krishna, tyranny of Kansa, pitiable condition of Devaki and 
Vasudev, bringing of Krishna and Balaram by Akrura, and finally the 
slaying of Kansa by Krishna have been shown in this drama in five 
acts. Unlike his other dramas the dramatist has added some supernatural 
elements to this play, which is difficult to be shown on the stage. 


This is a musica! venture, where development of the plot has 
been shown through songs. The long narrative dialogues have 
weakened the structure of the play creating difficulty for the actors. 
Unwanted characters, prolonged music and unnecessary supernatural 
elements have turned this into a Leela. As reported by the press its 
performance was a success and at least two thousand spectators 
enjoyed it throughout. Perhaps it suited perfectly to the taste of the 
then audience, who enjoyed the mythological theme and musical 
extravaganza. 


Vishamodak (1900) was written and staged after this. This is a 
tragedy. Sadananda, the hero of this play, is a zamindar. Due to idleness 
he cannot pay proper attention to the management of his estate. He 
totally depends his deceitful manager. Moreover Sadananda is also 
addicted to wine. Ultimately he is ruined and seeks shelter in a 
monastery. Due to the heavy debt incurred by the zamindar, the estate 
is auctioned by the moneylenders and an old aristrocratic family 1s 
shattered totally. 


Ramshankar saw in his own eyes the destruction of many such 
families in Orissa, during the last part of the nineteenth century. He 
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was constrained to witness such tragedy. In Vishamodak he has just 
dramatised his feelings and has also given a hint for the reformation 
of the society. Lavish spending, addiction and miserliness, are the 
three causes which totally ruin a man. Ramshankar has tried to show 
the darker side of these evils and expects an improvement. Vishamodak 
is a successful play, where the dramatist has identified loan as a 
poisonous sweet-meat. 


Yugadharma (1902) is a direct protest against the conservatism 
of Hindu panthees. Ramshankar as a reformist has tried here to show 
the humanitarian principles of the Brahman-faith. The storyline of this 
play is very simple and straightforward. Nityananda is a simple farmer, 
who is tortured regularly by the government officials. There is also a 
debauch mahant named Uddhab Das, who tries hard to seduce the 
young daughter of Nityananda. The helpless farmer tries his best to 
save himself and his family from the clutches of these tyrants. But 
ultimately the ‘Brahmas’ come to his rescue. Nityananda is converted 
to Brahmism with his family and thus saved. 


The dramatist has tried here to preach a noble cause. So the 
artistic quality of the play has been hampered to some extent.This 
drama was favourably reviewed. Its moral, literary and social value 
had an appeal of its own. This play was staged on the Kothpada stage 
first and subsequently at Cuttack also. Utkal Gourab Madhu Sudan 
Das commented, “Yugadharma has an educational value, in as much 
as it was a surviable and whotesome relation to actual life and the 
domestic comedies of Mr Robertson had for his contemporaries. The 
incidents and episodes are taken from real life, the dialogue is that 
which may be heard everyday” (Utkal Deepika, 22.11.1902). 


Kanchanmali (1904) was written and staged to preach the gospels 
of Chaitanyadev on the one hand and the meassage of newly formed 
Utkal Sammilani on the other. The objectives of the drama is thus 
divided into two streams of plot also. First we see an intercaste 
marriage of a fisher woman Kanchan with a Kayasth boy, Suryamani. 
The other stream consists of preaching of Chaitanyadev, benevolence 
of Gajapati Prataprudra Dev and the activities of Utkal Sammilani. 
The artistic link between these two streams are missing. There is a 
long difference of three hundred years between Prataprudra Dev and 
Utkal Sammilani. A weak plot, undesirable characters (there are nearly 
forty characters in this play) and of course tiresome music have totally 
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destroyed the artistic flavour, whatever js present in the work. But 
then the author’s attempt towards removal of untouchability is the 
only plus point in this drama. It may be noted that the author conceived 
this idea long before Mahatma Gandhi: appeared in the cultural arena 
of India. One can note the reformative attitude of the author from this 
drama. 


Chaitanyalila (1906) was staged in the same year. This is written 
in blank verse. In 1884, Bengali dramatist Girish Chandra wrote and 
staged a play in the same name in the Star Theatre. Perhaps Ramshankar 
was influnced by it. The various activities of Sri Chaitanya has been 
narrated here in a Leela format. Leela is a very popular folk format 
highly appreciated by the common mass. This modern Leela had also 
a universal appeal. 


Ramshankar is never careful about introduction of characters. 
He brings in characters whenever he thinks it necessary and then 
totally forgets about them. As a result his dramas are always crowded 
with undesirable undeveloped characters. In this small work he has 
brought in more than fifty characters. This was staged at Kothpada 
during the Ramnavami days in 1907 and was highly praised. The local 
press conferred upon him the title of ‘Shakespeare of Orissa’ for this. 
The plight of the widows was a great social problem in those days. 
Iswarchandra Vidyasagar fought courageously for the cause of the 
widows and the government had passed an act supporting widow- 
remarriage. Still the conditions of the widows did not improve much. 
Ramshankar fully understood that unless there was an inner urge for 
voluntary widow remarriage, no government act can solve the problem. 
Hence, he wrote Lilavari (1912) where he depicted the pitiable condition 
of a widow and showed the way also to improve upon it. He very well 
understood that lack of interest in female education was the root cause 
of the helplessness of women. So in this play, he has also tried to 
support the cause of female education. 


The heroine Leelavati is a rich, young widow. She is al! alone in 
this vast world, as her father had died during her childhood. Leelavati 
spends her time by reading and writing. Her father’s friend Baishanab 
Mishra helps her in her academic persuits. Mishra’s son Madhab has 
just returned from a foreign country and is a coveted Government 
officer. Madhab and Leelavati try to spread education in their locality. 
For this, they work together, which brings them close. They fell in 
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love and ultimately get married. This drama is full of incidents. The 
dramatist has desired the improvement of his motherland. He has 
supported the cause of the widow remarriage and criticised the 
Brumhins for their superstions, conservatism and also suggested about 
Arya Samaj. The dialouges of this play are artificial. As preaching is 
the sole aim of this work, its structure has naturally become weak. 
The press again came forward with basketful of praise for this drama 
and Ramshankar was conferred the title of Natya Samrat. 


Badaloka (1913), although introduced as an ‘opeara’ by the 
dramatist himself, was not musical as required primarily by an opera. 
Ramshankar firmly believed that industrialisation is the only method, 
which can improve the condition of the country. In this work, he has 
tried to give this idea an artistic form. Subsequently the bad effects of 
addiction, the evils of casteism etc. also have found place in it. There 
are two parallel characters representing two sides of the change. 
Bholanath, an aristocrat, gradually ruins himself with his bad habits. 
Bamadev, an educated middle class man, is a diligent, hard working 
and high thinking person who tries his best to industrialise the country 

“and js successful at last. The conflict between these two opposite 
ideas have drawn an artistic flavour. 


Viswa Yagna (1916) though identified as an opera like his provious 
drama Badaloka (Rich man), but, this is also a drama. It shows the 
political consciousness of the author. He has shown his reaction to 
the partition of Bengal in 1905 by the then British government in the 
play. A tyrant king, the hero was thrown out by a mass revolution led 
by Viswaduta shaking the royal throne. Viswaduta is naturally selected 
to be the king and immediately he ascends the throne. It has been 
praised by the local press for its novelty, though one Krushna Prasad 
Choudhury wrote that this could be more fit for a modem stage than 
an opera. 


At a ripe age, Ramshankar dramatised the last part of Rama's 
story as Ramavishek (1917). For a long time he was being requested 
to write this drama. Ramshankar wrote it after witnessing the Bengali 
play Ramavisheka. It is an irony that he broke his long tie with dramatric 
world by writing Ramavisheka. After this though he was alive for 
fourteen years he did not write any drama. 


The dramatist has followed the epic Ramayan faithfully in writing 
this drama. Beginning from Laxman’s war with Indrajeet, it ends with 
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the coronation of Ramchandra. Ramshankar had proved his talent 
thirty seven years ago while he wrote Kanchi Kaveri. Gradually it 
developed but quality was the first casuality with quantity. Radhanath 
Ray (1848-1908) adjudged this play to be better than even Kanchi 
Kaveri: “Kanchi Kaveri deals with the best Oriya classical characters 
where as Ramabanabas takes a far wider scope treating of characters 
which are almost universally admitted to be the best creations not 
only of the Hindus but of the Human mind” (Utkal Deepika, 
18.6.1882). 


The dramatist has tried here to give a scientific reasoning about 
the participation of monkeys and bears in the war against the demon 
king of Lanka. This last work of the author was also been duly 
welcomed by the reviewers and the local press. Ramshankar was 
connected with the dramatic field for long thirty seven years. He tried 
his best to eradicate the influence of the folk plays which were accused 
of obscenity. 


Writing Literary Essays: A Pastime 


Besides poetry, novels and plays, Ramshankar wrote many thought- 
provoking essays for local journats. His sincere attempt in the formative 
stage of modern Oriya prose was notable and contributed significantly 
in shaping this area. Ray chose to write various subjects and his essays 
were published in Utkal Deepika, Utkal Sahitya, Mukur, Utkal Prava 
and Indradhanu etc. But many of these articles are not traceable now 
except a few. These can be grouped under two categories: (i) Religious 
and (ii) Literary. In the religious essays he has discussed about 
nonviolence, (Amhisa Praramodharma), Hindu scriptures (“Hindu 
Sastra”, “Daiba Vani”) effects of the Veda on society, existence of 
God, role of fate on humanity etc. Similarly the literary eassys deal 
with the development of Oriya language and scripts, growth of printing 
press in Orissa, the role of script, language and the necessity of printing 
press with details. As he was associated with stage and drama, he 
wrote essays on his experiences as a professional actor. 


Ramshankar visited Darjeeling sometimes in 1915 and a 
travelogue, ‘Darjeeling’, was the result of this tour which was published 
in monthly magazine Mukur. Similarly he paid a literary tribute to 
Vyasakavi Fakirmohan on his death expressing his emotional relation 
in Urkal Sahitya in 1918. He was simple in his expression and used 
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cofloquial language even in his essays, so those were very popular 
with the then readers. 


He was a voracious reader with a defined conviction and he tried 
to give specific conclusion with all his essays whatever he wrote. His 
contibution to this area though not much in comparison to other fields, 
still that is significant and gave a new life to the modern prose style. 
Commenting on his language, Utkal Gourab Madhusudan Das said 
that the author’s intimate knowledge of the idiom and provincialism 
of Oriya language simply astonishing. Though he did not write eassys 
regularly the analysis and popular style that he used has secured his 
position in the history of modern Oriya literature. 


An Immortal litterateur 


Ramshankar, in his own style, gave old literature a totally new look. 
This created a heartthrobbing sensation throughout Orissa. He was 
determined to do something notable. His mental firmness, his calmness 
towards praise and censure gave him a balanced strength which 
encouraged him to proceed towards his goal unhesitatingly. Drama 
was a field , which was the object of the criticism from all quaters in 
those days. So very few could gather courage to venture in that 
untrodden path. Ramshankar is one such rare talent, who immediately 
jumped into this much criticised path and paved the way for the 
Succeeding generation without bothering for public opinion. 


He earnestly desired to enrich Onya literature, giving it a modern 
shape. So he tried his hand almost in each and every branch of 
literature without caring for the result. His sole objective was to convey 
the message of truth and beauty to his readers. He also tried to preach 
morality and patriotism through his literary works. 


He came in close contact with western throughts and tried to 
convey its essence through his literary works. He picked up two 
important ideas from it, namely reformation and nationalism. We do 
not say that Ramshankar was against traditional. But progressive as 
he was, he always discarded whatever was harmful for the society. 
Hence while writing, the pictures, the incidents were recorded in the 
same form or other with their impact on the society. The novel Bibasani 
(1891) was most probably written to depict a real robbery which 
occured in village Sirlo (Cuttack district) and the news came out in 
Utkal Deepika on 20.11.1886, creating a sensation throughout the 
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state. Similarly when he took the issue of old age marriage in Budha 
Bara which was prevalent in the then Bengal, he was directly influenced 
by a news item in Balasore Sambad Bahika where a retired police 
inspecter married a thirteen year old girl in his ninetieth year. The 
Utkal Sammilani met for the first time in 1903 and Ramshankar involved 
himself intimately so the drama Kanchanmali was based on this. Sri 
Devi Prasanna Choudhury, a preacher, spoke on Yugadharma 
describing good things of Bramha dharma in detail on 5 March 1889, 
where the dramatist was also present. He was so impressed with the 
philosophy that his next play Yugadharma based on it. In all his creations 
such incidents can be traced. 


While writing dramas, Ramshankar was more interested in social 
themes than history or mythology. But in order to cater to the public 
taste, he had written few such plays. As a reformist, his main objective 
was to improve the social condition. He very well understood that 
social themes and characters were more suitable for his purpose. 


Ramshankar is primarily known as a dramatist in Orissa and his 
role as a Social reformist, as a prose writer, as a poet or as a translator 
is often forgotten. Truly he took the right decision by involving himself 
with dramatic field and it would have been more beneficial if he would 
have completely devoted himself in a single field, that is drama. P. 
R.Sen (1947) observed in his Modern Oriya Literature: “Regarding 
the new dramatic literature, he may claim to be its pioneer, and it 
cannot be accounted a small thing to hold that from 1880 to 1917, for 
the space of 37 years, he continued to devote himself to the study and 
cultivation of Oriya dramatic literature”. 


Ray started writing dramas, when this was almost a virgin field 
in Orissa. He created a very healthy tradition for it, which was totally 
built by him. The pictures of the contemporary society, which are 
obtained from his literature, have got a historical importance of its 
own, which nobody can ignore.Theoretically there may be some 
defects in his literature. Information given by him may ne: be tmue. 
But as a messenger of a progressive trend, he would ceftainly be 
remembéred by ali for ever. 


Ray’s dynamic point always persuaded him for In 
the dramatic field, he applied this method. He first wrote romantic 
classics, then switched over to opera. 
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The cultural history of half-a-century of the Oriya nation is 
closely associated with the life of Ramshankar Ray. He definitely gave 
Oriya literature stability. He opened the gateway of modern Oriya 
literature. Ramshankar was also connected with the literary world of 
Orissa for more than half a century. Throughout his entire life he tried 
sincerely to reflect the Oriya culture, society and life in literature. A 
colourful picture of life has been presented in his literature, which is 
both interesting and beautiful. He almost drowned himself in the infinite 
and deep emotion of humanism and showed its beautiful feeling to his 
own country men. 


His sincerity and devotion in literature and his involvement in the 
theatre, made VWyasakavi Fakirmohon to record his appreciation in 
Urkal Bhramon in the following words, 


Oh Ramshankar I firmly believe 
you are a trve heir to Gourishankar. 
The first drama and novel in Oriya 
saw the light through you, my dear. 


Though Ramshankar was neither the first novelist, nor the first 
dramatist in Oriya, still he is a pioneer in the field with significant 
contributions. Ray had a creative talant which paved way for others 
and therefore he is immortal. 
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Ramshankar and Theatre Movement 


Proscenium stage developed under the direct influence of westem 
theatre at Cuttack during the second half of the nineteenth century. 
The students of Catholic Mission School came forward, erected a 
stage in their school premises and staged some portions of a 
Shakespearean drama for the first time on 27 July 1872, Saturday. The 
local peopel had no idea about this type of stage before. They were 
familiar with only with open stage. However, proscenium stage was 
not a new thing for Bengalces even at the last part of the eighteenth 
century, Calcutta was already familiar with it. 


Dreaming for stage 


The local people at Cuttack were simply charmed to witness a novel 
dramatic performances in a closed stage. The press also welcomed 
this new attempt. The process then continued, till some local youths 
came forward to erect a public stage and enact a Bengali drama called 
Ramavishek on 7 February 1878. Harishankar, the elder brother to 
Ramshankar, was associated with this stage. Utkal Deepika then wrote 
on the staging of this first language drama — "Nobody could dream 
that dramatic performances will come so soon to Cuttack. Staging of 
a drama took place for the first time on the eve of Saraswatipuja. For 
this, the day became memorable’. Jt advised the organisers to improve 
the standard gradually and maintain a continuity of this trend which 
would change the taste of the local audiences and develop a healthy 
tradition. 


Ramshankar Ray, then a college student, was present throughout 
during the performances. While witnessing the play he was inspired 
to write a drama in Oriya. He confined about this novel venture with 
his friends, who dissuaded him saying that the Oriya language was 
not yet ripe for dramatic style. Ramshankar was not disheartened as 
he was determined to try his tuck in that new field at least once. 


Ramshankar was brought up in a culturally sound atmosphere, 
his eldest brother Gourishankar being a great patron of music, dance 
and drama. All the enlightened mass of Orissa then gathered together 
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for regular discussions, meetings and debates which were organised 
in the Cuttack Printing Company Hall led by Gourishankar. Various 
local problems like language, literature, culture and many other things 
were taken up. Young Ramshankar was watching all these carefully 
and virtually his house was a laboratory of these new cultural 
experiments. Obviously enough, he developed a cultural bent of mind 
and his relation with the field became firm. 


He entered the cultural arena of Orissa and vowed firmly to 
write his first drama Kanchi Kaveri. He selected a very popular theme 
for this and started writing- Portions of the drama were read before 
his friends, who nodded their dissent till the beginning of the third act. 
Now they were convinced that, a drama in Oriya was possible and 
Ray had the talent to write it. Somehow, the drama was completed, 
shown to the historian and social worker Babu Peary Mohan Acharya, 
who in his turn, prasied the venture and came forward to take some 
steps for its staging. He approached some influential people, discussed 
the matter in public mcetings and thus created a favourable atmosphere 
for the drama. Elder brother Gourishankar is virtually the mentor of 
the young dramatist. Amidst his heavy engagements, he found some 
time to go through the manuscript from the beginning and revised it 
thoroughly. It was decided to collect donations from the local 
intelligentsia, to meet the expenses. Rai Bahadur Nanda Kishore Das, 
the then Asst. Superintendent for Garjat Mahals, came forward to 
help the organisers and donated gladly for this noble venture. On his 
request many lawyers and Deputy Collectors, donated money for this 
purpose. Financial problem thus solved, attention was paid towards 
the preparation. Nearly thirty persons were selected to act in this play 
including four Bengalees. Needless to say that on those days males 
played the female roles. Regular rehearsals were done. Gourishankar 
directed the play and one Babu Gopal Chandra Dutta became the 
secretary-cum-treasurer of the newly formed dramatic society. 
Ultimately the drama was staged on the 7 February 1881 amongst 
much enthusiasm and excitement. 


On that eventful day, due to untimely heavy shower, the 
performances started late. Some mismanagement at the beginning 
marred the performance and could not impress the audience much. 
Some of them even returmed disappointedly. But gradually the 
performances gathered momentum and the audience present 
encouraged the actors with hearty clapping. All the actors were 
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amateures and faced such audience for the first time. It was quite 
natural that they felt nervous. But somehow they maintained their 
self-confidence and played their roles satisfactorily. Ramshankar, who 
was absent that day, listened to the mixed reactions of the audience. 
He revised the script again, added and altered some portions more. He 
took up the direction himself and played the role of the hero, king 
Purusottam Deb of Puri. The drama was again staged at Cuttack, 
within one month of the first performance — this time of course, 
more successfully. 


As the author Ramshankar must have taken much pain to see his 
mental child in flesh and blood. But again the contributions of the 
local youths, the organisers and especially the donars were no less. 
Above all it was Gourishankar, who firmly controlled the views of the 
entire performance. This may seem superfluous to the present readers. 
But keeping the then social condition in view. we may say that the 
task was Herculean and it was only possible due to the collective 
efforts of the young mass. It was only due to their selfless effort that 
the people of Cuttack could get the opportunity to witness a play in 
their own language. ‘Ramshankar Ray, with his first play published in 
1880 that became an instantancous success from all aspects of the 
theatrical art, is taken as the father of modern Oriya drama — because 
from the very start, he wrote plays in Oriya with the same commendable 
object as the Elizabethan playwrights wrote plays in English, viz. to 
make his Junguage as great as Bengali and other Indian languages; and 
secondly because the plays themselves were excellent specimens of 
dramatic art as far as contemporary tastes and standards went.’ 
(Mayadhar Mansingh — History of Oriya Literature pp 220-221). 


Making a Stage Possible 


After the first performance, the enthusiasim of the people gradually 
cooled down. But Ramshankar came to stay in the dramatic arena. 
Hence he did not discontinue in his venture. His first drama was 
welcomed and accepted heartily by the people. This was not a small 
achievement for the young author. The people also showed great 
interest to stage his drama in other places. Thus gradually a tradition 
in acting started growing. Ramshankar was satisfied and continued in 
his effort. 


There were, however, some difficulties, the first being finance. 
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Ramshankar very well understood that it was not possible and also 
decent to always depend on the sweet will of the contributors for 
regular stage performances. Secondly a batch of trained artists were 
also an integral part of the dramatic performance.Thirdly, a permanent 
place, so to say a permanent stage, was also essential for regular 
stage performances. Ray was not a rich man. He had to depend upon 
the kind donations of the local people, especially the zamindars, the 
Chicftans of the tributory states for his cultural pursuits. Fortunately 
Gourishankar had good relations with the local affluent people and 
they were unhcsitant to support this noble cause. Still problems 
continued. Ray constituted his own permanent party and started staging 
his dramas.But after some performances the party dissolved. He then 
tried to establish a permanent stage and his attempt was not successful. 
Deepika wrote, ‘Stagecraft is a costly affair. Unfortunately for Orissa, 
the local affluent people are not sympathetic towards dramatic 
performances’. (12/21 1881). But Ramshankar did not discontinue 
his attempt. He pursued his cultural attempt continyously amidsts all 
odds. 


Ray faced serious social criticism for his cultural pursuits. At 
that time it was alleged that dramatic connections were the main cause 
for the moral degradation of the local youth, especially the schoo! 
students, Utkal Deepika, his erstwhile supporter, also hit directly by 
saying that it was really indecent to engage the school students in 
dance and drama (2/6/1888). Unfortunately for Ray, some incidents 
happened during this period, In 1888, an amateur party enacted Bhanda 
Daiapati, a farce written to show the haughtiness of the contemporary 
youtns, where some students dressed as prostitutes danced on the 
stage. This matter was senously viewed by the local people. In 1889 
Nala Damayanti, a mythological venture, was staged in the permises 
of Madhusudan Das’s residence. Some educated youth threw stones 
and passed obscene comments and satirical remarks which enhanced 
the seriousness of the situation. It is needless to say that Ray with all 
his regular connections in this field was held responsible for all these 
activities. He remained silent with a bleeding heart for some time. One 
can very well visualise the mental state of a selfless worker, whose 
only fault was that he tried earnestly to do something unconventional. 
He described in vivid words the state of affairs prevalent in the society 
then. He wrote ‘the common mass is not yet prepared to understand 
the reat value of dramatic act.The educated mass instead of helping to 
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grow a healthy and favourable atmosphere in acting is rather indulging 
in serious criticism, saying that dramatic performances can in no way 
improve the present social standard. They further add that the future 
hope of the state, the young mass are being polluted morally by this 
immoral act. In a country, which is not culturally conscious, this type 
of opinion can have some meaning. Ordinarily a subjugated country 
that has no independence of its own, can form such opinions. When 
new venture is started, it always faces such criticisms, whatever may 
be its objectives. If one is guided by such undesirable criticisms, a 
noble venture will be hampered and the country will be deprived of its 
admirable touch’. 


Ramshankar was prepare to face all the criticism bravely. He 
firmly believed that if one took his own path, without caring for the 
criticism, then surely one day the people would congratulate the novel 
attempt. Actually his prophecy proved true during his own life time. 
Not only he was highly praised for his consistent attempt in dramatic 
activities, but he was also conferred with various titles, affectionately 
by the same intelligentsia, who once opposed him vehemently. The 
press always stood by his side, except on rare occasions. His dedica- 
tion and long perseverance bore sweet fruit. It was beneficial for 
Oriya drama movement. 


Fortunately one thing happend in 1885 in his favour, which 
emboldened him to carry his cultural persuits. Ray was writing dramas, 
but it was really difficult on his part to arrange their staging. 
Ramshankar did not want to write only closest dramas like any other 
dramatist; he was always cager to see his dramas enacted on the 
stage. The local public, though not totally indifferent, were cold towards 
this venture. Of course there were few Bengali zamindars who were 
patrons of dramatic act, but then mostly they were in favour of Bengali 
drama. But there was great Madhusudhan Das, affectionately addressed 
as Madhu, Barister by the local people and a public figure of great 
importance, who established a permanent pandal naming it Victoria 
Manch within his residential premises. His relation with Ray family 
was very cordial and he was a patron of Ramshankar’s drama. He 
always encouraged Ramshankar in his cultural persuits. Still 
Ramshankar had to seck a patron outside the town. 


Fortunately for Ramshankar and for Orissa’s drama movement, 
he came in contact with Mohant Raghunathpuni of Kothpada, a remote 
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village, in Cuttack district in 1885. The Mahant, who was a great 
devotee of dance, drama and music, appointed Ramshankar as his 
legal advisor. Ramshankar somehow impressed upon him to establish 
a permanent stage at Kothpada to which the Mahant readily conceded. 
The Mahant was an affluent man and within a short time, the stage 
was erected. Thus the task which was difficult for the educated and 
rich people of Cuttack was easily shouldered by half-literate villagers. 
From 1885 onwards, Ramshankar’s dramas were regularly presented 
on stage atleast once a year, if not more. It is told that Ramshankar 
wrote ‘his mythological plays after being requested by the Mahant. 


Leading a Movement 


Ramshankar always tried to influence some of the local people for 
dramatic performances. Thus somehow or rather, he managed to 
find some patrons, who shouldered the responsibilities, to stage his 
drama. In this way all his fourteen dramas were staged at Cuttack. 
His second drama Vanabala was staged in the residential premises of 
one Babu Gopal Chandra Dutta, the man who was the Dramatic 
Secretary and Treasurer during the performances of Kanchi Kaveri. 
Kalipada Bandyopadhyay, another Bengali gentleman came forward 
to stage his third play Kali Kal. Budha Bara was staged near ther 
residence of Babu Gopalballav Das at Chandni Chowk. When his 
Kansavadh was completed and he was looking forward for a patron, 
he was invited by the Raja Saheb of Kanika to stage a new play in his 
palace. The occasion was the marriage of his daughter with the ruler 
of Dampara. Ramshankar immediately seized this opportunity and the 
drama was staged. Yugadlharma was arranged on the Kothpada stage 
for the first time and again during the marriage of Ray’s niece. Thus 
Ray could manage to get patrons for his dramas, which were staged 
at Cuttack. 


During long thirty seven years, Ray trained many actors who 
later became great supporters of the cause of drama. They in their 
tum took dramas to different parts of Orissa and regular theatre clubs 
grew up in places like Dixit Para, Raghunathpur, Kuanpal and all remote 
villages of Cuttack district. 


Towards 1892, there were three amateur groups who were 
staging dramas regularly. Jagannath Theatre Club was patronised by 
Madhusudan Das and its founder was Umacharan Biswas. Sri Das 


Digitized by srujanika@gmail.com 


Ramshankar and Theatre Movement 47 


also patronised Victoria Ameteur Club, another dramatic party. A third 
party grcw up during this period, which was patronised by Gopal 
Ballav, the younger brother of Madhusudan Das. This party surpassed 
the previous two parties in their acting calibre. 


In the meanwhile drama was taken to the tributorty states, and 
the ruler of Nayagarh state established a permanent stage at Nayagarh, 
invited the dramatist to stage his Kanchi Kaveri on that stage. The 
ruler of Nayagarh was a patron of drama and in 1887 being requested 
by Ramshankar, he promised a donation of Rs.500/- for a permanent 
stage at Cuttack. However the proposal could not materialise. Urkal 
Deepika welcomed the efforts of Nayagarh saying, “This is the first 
instance of dramatic performances in a tributory state. If other rulers 
follow it, then no doubt, the Oriya language will get a scope to be 
more enriched” (11/9/1895). 


Satish Chandra Sarkar, a local painter, launched “Magnetic 
Theatre” at Cuttack in 1894. Sri Sarkar himself painted all the scenes 
and wings. At first only Bengali mythological plays were staged in his 
stage and some nautch girls participated in the acting. Towards 1898 
another permanent stage called Vinapani Theatre was opened at Vinod 
Vihari, a place at Cuttack. These stages, and so many amateur theatre 
clubs gradually created a healthy tradition in acting and within a short 
period of twenty years dramatic performances were fully developed 
in Onissa. It is needless to say that Ramshankar Ray was solely 
responsible for this movement. A permanent stage in the sourthen 
part called Padmanav Rangalay was established at Paralakhemundi in 
1897. Some Oriya dramas, written by the king and his uncle and 
Gopinath Nanda were staged. Gradually permanent stages grew up in 
far away places like Chikiti, Dharakot, Manjusha, Tekkali, Talcher, 
Barma, Mayurbhanj and Saraikala, all feudatory states. From 1577 
onwards repeated attempts were being made to establish a permanent 
stage at Cuttack but results were not encouraging. Stages were 
established and subsequently closed due to some problem or other. 
The enthusiasm of the local people gradually waned and this put an 
end to many of the local amateur parties. Hence performing parties 
from Calcutta were invited on special occasions by the chieftains to 
stage dramas. 


Fortunately by this time the number of educational institutions 
had increased and they made it a point to stage dramas on special 
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occasions. Thus the newly created tradition continued. Another 
permanent stage, Basanti Theatre was launched to stnge Bengali plays 
at Mehendipur in Cuttack town in the year 1910. Kunja Bihari Bose, a 
Bengali zamindar, was its patron. In 1912, Rajanikanta Bishwas, a 
patron of the ‘Basanti’ panda!, also established another stage of his 
own and called Usha Theatre at Banka Bazar, where Bengali dramas 
were also being staged. Subsequently Oriya dramas were also staged 
there. 


During Ramshankar's life time atleast four permanent stages 
grew up in Cuttack. We do not know what was the actual relation 
between Ray and these stages. But onc thing is clear, these stages 
were regularly staging Bengali dramas, the only exception being Usha 
Pandal, where Bhikari Chandra’s drama Nandikeshari was staged in 
1916. His other dramas also followed suit. This Bhikari Charan Pattnaik 
(1878-1962) was a junior to Ramshankar and an able heir to Ray's 
dramatic talent. He has followed the dramatic style of Ramshankar 
and has written ten to twelve dramas in total. Ramshankar perhaps 
did not like to intervene in the principle fixed by the local theatre 
owners and persuade them to stage Oriya dramas also. Hence we can 
very well presume that the relation between the first successful 
dramatist of Oriya and the imanagement of the other permanent stages 
was perhaps never cordial. 


Father of Modem Oriya Stage 


Ramshankar Ray took a leading role in creating a healthy tradition of 
acting in Cuttack which gradually spread throughout the state. He had 
to face a lot of insult, criticism and back-biting for the same, but he 
never looked back. It is for his dedication that the Oriya drama got a 
definite form. Ramshankar, though not the first dramatist in Oriya, 
was a popular and dedicated worker in the field. Prior to him Jagmohan 
Lala wrote and staged Babaji (Hermit) in 1877, which is the first 
modern drama in Onya. But the popularity, name and fame, Ray gained 
as a dramatist, was just a dream to Jagmohan. Jagmohan wrote and 
staged all his dramas at his own village Mahanga, establishing a permant 
stage there, the ruins of which are still present. Thus the intellegentsia 
of Cuttack town did not get any opportunity to taste the artistic talent 
of Lala. On the other hand, Ray lived in Cuttack throughout his life. 
Moreover his public relation was certainly stronger and more effective. 
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Ramshankar had direct connections with almost all the people who 
mattered. His relationship with the press was always cordial. Hence, 
whatever and whenever he wrote, it was welcomed by the press. 
Lala did not get this opportunity. He was a Government servant seving 
as a Shirastadar in the Collector's Office. Therefore he did not have 
the scope to develop a cordial relation cither with the public or with 
the press. Hence his literary attempts had always been sternly viewed 
by the press, Otherwise it can definitely be said that he was no less a 
talent than Ray and his dedication to literature was also equally 
noteworthy. However, his relation with the dramatic world was 
certainly restricted. Except establishing a permanent stage at Mahanga, 
his native place, and staging a few Oriya and Bengali dramas, he has 
done nothing for the development of drama. Whereas Ray was 
connected with the theatre throughout his life and has produced more 
dramas than Lala. He was directly connected with the theatre movement 
of this state and created a theatre tradition there. Radhanath Ray 
appreciated Ramshankar for his dedication in the theatre movement 
of Orissa, “I sincerely congratulate you on the success which has 
created a taste for theatrical performances in Orissa.” (Utkal Deepika 
18.6.1892) 


Oriya stage and drama owe their very existence to Ramshankar. 
As discussed earlier Ray was directly involved with the theatre 
movement of Orissa during the nineteenth century. Candidness is the 
powerful weapon, through which he fought against all oddities. He 
had forgotten his social status; his primary object was the improvement 
of the state, through reformative attitudes. 


The theatre movement of the nineteenth century in Orissa is 
completely the brain child of Ramshankar Ray for which he sacrifcied 
himself. We agree with this statement of Dr. Mayadhar Mansingh 
(1962): “Ramshankar is not only the father of modern Oriya play but 
also of the modern Oriya stage.” 
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Conclusion 


Life of Ramshankar is a valuable chapter in Orissa’s cultural history. 
His appearance in the cultural arena of Orissa proved remarkable and 
needs special mention. The entire country was passing through a 
significant period called renaissance. The conservative social leaders 
were opposed to this for their self interest. But spreading of western 
education gave birth to a special class, which was totally frec from all 
such conservatism. Ramshankar was a true representative of this 
class. He decided to serve his motherland in his own way. Fortunately 
he got the company of his illustrious elder brother, who was the centre 
of Orissa’s cultural revolution. 


Ramshankar was determined to do something for his people. He 
knew very well that he could not devote himself fully if he was 
dependent on others for his living. Though he was properly educated 
and could get suitable employment, he decided in favour of some 
independent profession. So ultimately he left his service in the 
government and took up legal profession. Thus being totally free from 
all bondage he plunged into social work. 


As a man he was kind-hearted, helpful and compassionate. He 
had no inhibition about religion. He wanted to accept all that is good in 
every religion. He understood very well that religious dogmas, are a 
great barrier to the improvement of the society. Unless and until this 
barrier is destroyed, the outlook of the people would never change. 
Regarding religion he was totally a non-conformist and was ready to 
collect the essence of all the religions. Thus in his dramas, sometimes 
we find his inclination towards Brahmism, sometimes towards 
Vaishnavism and some times towards some other religions. One thing 
is clear, he was not prepared to accept anything blindly. He cannot be 
called as a young revolutionary, who revolted against our customs 
and traditions. On the other hand he was a great admirer of our ancient 
customs and traditions. The only difference was that he wanted to 
change it whenever required. 


He possessed a modern and scientific outlook and was not 
prepared to accept anything without reasons. For this he was reluctant 
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to write a drama on the later part of the Ramayan, where monkeys 
and bears would have to come as characters on the stage. Ramshankar 
was first of all hesitant to do this. He did not believe in the supernatural, 
So the drama was not written. 


The world war broke out in 1914. Germany destroyed many 
cities of its enemy, throwing bombs from aeroplanes and could assess 
enemy’s strength through aeroplanes. This astonished the whole of 
India during those days. Ray read detailed reports in newspapers and 
then was convinced about the crossing of the ocean by Hanuman and 
also about the return in one night from Himalaya to Lanka by the 
monkey-Goud. Ramshankar then firmly believed that to fly across the 
sky, was possible only through knowledge acquired by science. No 
doubt that the human beings in the age of the Ramayan age were well 
versed in scientific knowledge and training. Thus Ravana could fly in 
the Pushpak Viman, which was perhaps an old version of the modem 
aeroplane. Ramshankar saw the change of traditional values during 
the World War I in his own eyes. His approach towards life was 
totally materialistic. He wrote, “We do not say that our Puranas are all 
filled with lies and there is no truth in it. But it is really difficult to filter 
the truth from it.” He firmly believed that a hero like Rama Chandra 
could not go against a powerful demon king Ravan, depending only 
on few monkeys and bears. Very prosperous civilizations must be 
there in the hilly areas of the south in those days. People living there 
must have been well trained in warfare and habituated with the use of 
different mechanised weapons. Not only were they heroes but also 
learned. They could easily fly across the sky. Hanuman was himself 
wellverse in flying aeroplanes. The author has proved these things 
quoting from them the Ramayan and then only he started wniting the 
drama Ramavishak. He never accepted anything queer, in the name 
of religion. Very often he told that our selfish poets had tried to cheat 
the simple people by telling utter lies in the Puranas and always had 
tried to safeguard their own interests, taking full advantage of the 
simple faith of the common people. 


Ramshankar distributed his religious faith amongst many. He 
accepted wholeheartly, whatever he liked. He was patiented and kind 
but at the same time he was also fickle in his mind. We cannot say 
why he could not acquaint himself with the real form of truth. Ray 
was actually a fatalist, traces of which can be found from his poem 
Prematari Gata and a drama Kanchi Kaveri. Ordinarily traditionalists 
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have deep faith in fate. Ramshankar tried unsuccessfully to integrate 
progressiveness with traditionalism. It is really difficult to trace the 
true thought process of the author. 


He was restless who always tried to track a new path, leaving 
the old one. In the professional field he first accepted a job of clerkship, 
then left it, joined as a teacher and worked for few days and again 
returned to his old job, and finally settled in a legal profession. One 
thing is clear from this. In his mind he was feeling insecure and hence 
was never stable in one place, But one cannot suspect his anxiety for 
the improvement of the state, for which he started working from 
different directions simultaneously. But one should not forget that 
human power is not infinite. His eamest desire for the improvement 
of the Oriya language and culture is beyond doubt. Ray has earned the 
affection and respect of this Oriyas by his own ability. 


As a man of letters he was romantic in nature. His literature 
lacks the dignity and the systematic touch of. The author’s curiosity 
and love for beauty have turned him to be a romantic poet. The general 
outlook of the newly educated mass in the 19th century Orissa, was 
controlled by national! romanticism finally. At the advent of renaissance, 
continuous efforts were being made to build a new society free from 
all social evils. Ramshankar joined in this movement and tried his best 
to awake the consciousness of the Oriyas depicting their dazzling 
past before them. 


Ramshankar spent most of his time in writing dramas. He tried 
to change the taste of the Oriya audience through entertainment. He 
faced a lot of difficulties in his venture, but still did not stop. Ray thus 
could establish a new dramatic trend for Orissa and afterwards this 
turned out to be a tradition. Later dramatists like Bhikari Charan 
Pattanaik (1878-1962), Kampal Mishra (1875-1927), Veer Vikram Deb 
(1869-1947) followed him faithfully and wrote their plays. 


Though Ray borrowed from British dramatic style he was all for 
the Indian tradition. One can see the use of the Nata Natis, Nandi and 
Sutradhar in his dramas. The author utilised the new blank verse in 
his dramas for the first time which was later accepted by other 
dramatists. His dramatic style, placement of music, division of scenes 
and arrangement of acts, for a long time, were accepted as a standard 
for Oriya drama. Mass education was Ray’s main aim in writing dramas. 


Ramshankar was undoubtedly a popular dramatist and he was 
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the only hope for the much neglected dramatic literature of Orissa. 
His literature, especially the dramas and the essays, had acquainted 
the Oriyas with the new form of nationalism imported from the west. 
This was a rare phenomenon in Oriya literature. Later this trend was 
elaborated upon and followed by others. 


To motivate the people towards a social consciousness, 
Ramshankar utilised the stage. He admitted this in his drama Kalikala 
where he said, “This stage has been arranged to show the sinfuiness 
of the human being. Let them see.” The change which had altered the 
philosophy of life, the tradition, the values were witnessed by Ray 
and it was due to the acceptance of western culture in public life. On 
one side, the old culture of Orissa was being shattered and a new 
culture was gradually taking its place in the social sphere. The conflict 
between the old and the new was the literary ideal accepted by Ray. 
He tried to depict this idea in his writings. He welcomed modern 
thoughts. But side by side he also tried to alert the society to follow 
the traditional values like morality, ideals and self restraint. Thus it 
could safely be said that Ray was a traditionlist in outlook accepting a 
middle path between the old and the new. This was of course a 
necessity for the then social life. Lack of faith in tradition, usually 
persudes people to imitate, whatever easy come their way. The social 
life of Orissa was in possession of a prosperous tradition and based 
ona strong foundation. But discarding that some people blindly imitated 
the western culture, oblivious of the evil effects and involved 
themselves in the casily available worldly pleasures. As a far sighted 
man, Ray raised his voice against that attitude. Ray earnestly felt that 
the national character, the originality of the Oriya culture, might be 
totally extinguished by that undesirable attitude and would be suicidal 
for a nation. Superstitions, blind belief and indifferences towards 
education, were rampant in Orissa. Ray did not compromise with this 
attitude of the people. His literary endeavour was directed to create a 
new Oriya nation full of self-respect, patriotic in nature and with faith 
inthe Almighty. He wrote incessantly about the weakness of Hinduism. 
He was all against vices like alcoholism and prostitution, which had 
crept into the society, as a part of the new culture. For this he had 
criticised the old Hindu scriptures whenever required. It was true that 
he was determined to eradicate all the social taboos, which were of 
great hindrance on the way of progress. 


Ramshankar was a trend setter, a seeker of truth, a Social 
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reformer and a pioneer in many respects. He expressed eamestly and 
boldly, whatever he thought to be the right way. Modem Oriya literature, 
with all its branches like the novel, drama, poetry and essay owes 
much to him, He always tried to find out the truth which made him 
restless. For this he carefully studied all the Hindu scriptures, the 
manifesto of the Brahmaism, the Bible and the Koran and joined many 
religious institutions. He was never satisfied. 


He, with all his talent, knowledge, foresight, faith and leadership 
qualities tried sincerely to guide a nation, which was backward, 
superstitious and indifferent. One should not doubt his sincerity, his 
earnestness in this direction, Whether he was successful in his attempt 
can only be judged by time. We can only say that he was a rare talent. 
Oriyas are fortunate to get his guidance for half a century at a crucial 
moment in their social life. His was a life of dedication, preseverance 
and endurance. As an undaunted fighter, he fought ruthlessly against 
all the social odds and acted like a torch-bearer to lead a nation groping 
in darkness of ignorance, on the right path. The Oriyas will never 
forget him and remember the eseence of his life which was dedicated 
for the benefit of a backward nation. 
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Appendix 
Ramshankar’s Time and Life 


1803 British invaded and occupied Orissa from Marathas. 

1807 Printing of first Oriya book : Oriya Bible, New 
Testament (Part V) by Pt. Mrutyunjoy Vidyalankar 
published from Srirampore Press, Calcutta. 

1817 Revolt against Britishers in Orissa, known as Paik 
Rebellion. 

1822 Christian Missionaries came to Orissa and established 
modern English school. 

1838 First press established in Orissa by Missionaries 
known as Orissa Mission Press at Cuttack. 

— Gourishankar Ray, eldest brother of Ramshankar 
Ray, was born in Dixitpara. Cuttack district. 

1841 Modern Govt. School established at Cuttack. 

1843 Vyasakabi Fakirmohan Senapati. a famous litterateur 
was born in Mallikashpur, Balasore district. 

1848 Kavibar Radhanath Ray was born on 28 April. 

1857 India’s First War of Independence, Sepoy Mutiny. 

— Ramshankar Ray was born in June at Dixitpara. 
Cuttack district. 

1864 Young Ramshankar came and admitted to Govern ment 
Bengali Middle School, Cuttack. 

1866 A great famine, known as Nanka Durbhiksha (Famine in 
the Ninth Year) took the toll of Orissa’s one fourth 
population. 

— Utkal Deepika, the first Oriya weekly, edited by 
Gourishankar Ray started its publication from 
Cuttack. 

1868 A drama Gopinath Baltav Natak by Raghunath 
Parichha and a poetry collection Blirama Bhanjan by 
Jagmohan Lala were published, 

— Bodhadaini and Balasore Sambadbahika, a weekly 
from Balasore released. 
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1879 


1881 
1882 
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Cuttack College, later known as Ravenshaw College, was 
established as the first institute of higher learning. 

Utkal Bramho Samaj formed. 

Ramshankar passed vernacular examination with first class 
and a schlorship was awarded to him. 

The controversial book Udiya Ekta Swatantra Bhasha Nay 
by ateacher Kanti Chandra Bhattacherjee was published and 
criticised by Utkal Deepika. 

Gourishankar Ray, accepted Bramho religion. 

An English play staged by Catholic Missionaries School at 
Cuttack. - 

Radhakanta Theatre was established by Jagmohan 

Lala at Mahanga, Cuttack district. Bengali plays were 
occasionally staged here. 

Dramatic performance Control Act passed by the British 
Govt. 

First Oriya dramatist Jagmohan Lala’s first Oriya play 
Babaji was published. 

Ramshankar passed his Entrance Examination with a first 
class from Cuttack College. 

A Bengali play Ramabhisek by Manamohan Basu was 
staged for the first time in Cuttack. 

Utkal Madhup a monthly magazine edited by Krushana 
Chandra Patnaik and managed by Ramshankar was brought 
out from Cuttack Printing Press. 

First Oriya novel Soudarmini and poetry collection Prematari 
Gatha both by Ramshankar started serially in the above 
magazine. 

Ramshankar passed his F.A. examination, joined as an M.O. 
clerk in Commissioner’s Office, worked as the 4th teacher 
in Ravenshaw Collegiate School, then again shifted as Munim 
(clerk) in Commissioner’s office. 

Bengali Kanchi Kaveri Kavya by Rangalal Bandyopadhyay 
was published. 

The play Kanchi Kaveri was written by _ Ramshankar as 
his first drama. 

On February 7, the play Kanchi Kaveri was staged. 
Vanabala a play, was written by Ramshankar and then 
staged. 


Digitized by srujanika@gmail.com 


Appendix 57 
Utkal Sabha was newly formed on August 16, where 
Ramshankar joined. 
Ramshankar wrote a serio-comic farce Kalikala which was 
staged in the same year. 
Ramshankar privately passed Law, then joined the bar on 
July 12 after resigning from Government job. 
Formation of Indian Nationa! Congress. 
A stage was founded at Kothapada at the initiative of 
Mahant Raghunath Puri. 
Ramshankar’s wife died leaving a smal! daughter. He married 
for the second time. 
Took active part in Utkal Sahitya Sameelan. 
Utkal Gourab Madhusudan Das established a stage in his 
own lawn calling it Victoria Theatre. 
Sahitya Sameelan — Samalochana Patrika’s management 
work taken up by Ramshankar. 
Utkal Prava, a magazine, was released from Mayurbhanj 
who declared good awards to creative writers. Chilika 
(1892) and Mahajartra (1892), two kavyas of Radhanath, 
the novel Bibasini by Ramshankar were published in the 
magazine after bagging awards. 
Ramshankar wrote Rambanabasa which was staged in the 
same year. 
Humorous play Budha Bara (old groom) was staged by 
Ramshankar. 
Harishankar, elder brother of Ramshankar, died at an early 
age. 
Magazine Indradhanwu was started where Ramshankar’s 
novel Unmadini (Incomplete) was serialized. 
Translation of Bhagbat Geeta into Oriya by Ramshankar. 
Ramshankar was elected as Vice-Chairman of Cuttack 
Municipality. 
His play Kansabadha was staged. 
Urkal Sahitya, a leading monthly magazine of Biswanath 
Kar was released. 
Ramshankar’s play, Biswamodak was staged. 
Ramshankar participated in Indian National Congress at 
Calcutta session. 
Railway entered to the state with passenger train. 
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The session of Indian National Congress was held in 
Madras where Ramshankar participated. 

His play Yugadharma was staged. 

Ramshankar’s social work was recognized and he was 
honoured with a Govt. certificate in Durbar. 

Utkal Sammelan’s first session was held at Cuttack on 
December 30, where Ramshankar participated. 

Utkal Sahitya Samaj was established with Ramshankar as 
its Vice-President. 

Ramshankar elected Chairman of Cuttack Municipality, 
where he stayed for next 20 years. 

Drama Kanchanmali saw the light with its performance. 
Kavibar Radhanath Ray died. 

Mukur, another leading Oriya monthly, edited by Brajasundar 
Das was released. 

His drama Chaitanya Lila was staged on Ramnavami day. 
Persy Rippan Theatrical Company of Bombay came to Orissa 
and staged their Hindi and Urdu plays in Cuttack. 
Ramshankar translated Vedas and Upanishad into Oriya and 
Rig Veda, Yajur Veda Samhita (1,2,3), Isopanisad, 
Kenopanisad were published. 

His essays started coming in magazines like Utkal Sahitya 
and Mukur. 

First commercial drama party Radhakrishna Theatre 
established by Banamali Pati at Balanga of Puri district. 
Lilavari of Ramshankar was staged. 

Benga! was separated from Bihar-Orissa forming two 
different provinces. 

His play Badaloka and an essay ‘Lipi Sanskar’ saw their 
light. 

Beginning of First World War and Ramshankar’s social activi 
ties increased. 

Publication of the travelogue Durjoy Linga in Mukur and 
essay ‘Utkalara chhapakhana’ in Utkal Deepika. 

His play Biswa yagna and essay ‘Senapati Fakirmohan’ 
published. 

Elder brother, Gourishankar died on March 7. 

Last play Ramabhisheka was written by Ramshankar and 
staged the same year. 

Mahatma Gandhi started Non-Cooperation Movement. 
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1924 Ramshankar honoured with ‘Rai Bahadur’ by Bntish Govt. 
for his commendable work as Vice-Chairman and Chair 
man of Cuttack Muicipality. 

1927 His Oriya translation of Manu Samhita came out from Press. 

1928 Swetaswetar Upanisad was translated by him and published. 

1930 Ramshankar published his collected works, Ramshankar 
Granthavali (Sahitya Khanda) with all his plays, novel and 
poetry. 

1931 Ramshankar died of Cerebral Malaria on September 13. 

1934 Utkal Gourab Madhusudan Das died on February 4. 

1936 After getting divided from Bihar, Orissa became a separate 
province on 1 April. 
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Kavya 
Prematari Gatha (1880) 


Dramas 

Kanchi Kaveri (1881) 
Vanabala (1882) 
Kalikala (1883) 
Rambanabasa (1891) 
Budha Bara (1892) 
Kansabadh (1896) 
Biswamodak (1900) 
Yugadharma (1902) 
Kanchanmali (1904) 
Chaitanyalila (1906) 
Lilavati (1912) 
Badaloka (1913) 
Biswa Yajnya (1916) 
Ramabhisheka (1917) 


Novels 
Saudamini (1878 — 80) (Incomplete) 


. Bibasini (1891) 
. Unmadini (1893) (Incomplete) 


Translation 
Bhagbat Geeta (1893) 


. Rig Veda (1911) 


Yajur Veda Samhita (1911) 
Eshopnishad (1911) 
Kenopanishad (1911) 


. Manu Samhita (1927) 


Swetaswetar Upanishad (1928) 
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26. 
27. 


28. 


Books by Ramshankar Ray 


Edited Books 
Bidagdha Chintamani of Abhimanyu Samanta Simhara 
Rasakalhola of Deenakrushna Das 


Collected Works 
Ramshankar Granthavali (Sahitya) (1930) 


Essays 

Ekta O Orissa —.Utkal Deepika — 11.10.79 

Veda O Dharma — Mukur 2 & 3, 1907 

Satya Dharma — Mukur 6 (2), 1911 

Mahajan Jena Gata Sa Pantha — Mukur, 6 (3), 1911 
Stree Shiksha — Mukur 6 (12), 1912 

Saraswati -— Utkal Sahitya, 16 (1 & 2), 1912, April 

Ahimsa Param Dharma — Mukur, 7 (3), 1912, May 
Jatra Sansar — Mukur 8 (9), 1913 

Lipi Sanskar — Utkal Sahitya, 18 (1), 1914 

Lipi Sanskarar Prayojauiyatra — Mukur, 9 (1), 1914 
Durjaya Linga — Mukur, 9 (9), 1914 


Utkal Chhapakhana — Utkal Deepika, 49 (50), 26.12.1914 


Oriya Bhasara Unnati — Mukur, 9 (11), 1915 
Daibabani — Utkal Sahitya, 20 (10), 1916, December 
Swajya Kukta — Utkal Sahitya, 21 (3), 1916 

Senapati Fakirmohan — Utkal Sahitya, 22 (4), 1917 


Oriya Natak O Natakavinaya — Utkal Sahitya, 22 (8), 371- 


376. 1918 
Draupadi Bastraharan — Mukur, 13 (6), 1918 
Hindu Sastra — Utkal Sahitya, 23 (7), 1919 
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RAMSHANKAR RAY (1857-1931), the father of Modern Oriya 
drama, played a significant role in the cultural revolution of 
the nineteenth century Orissa. He was born in a period of 
transition, when the rich cultural tradition of Orissa was in 
turmoil and the status of the age-old Onya language was in 
jespardy. He worked tirelessly following the foot prints of his 
elder brother, Gourishankar, who was at the epicentre of the 
then Onssan culture, usually keeping the group of elites 
under one unbrella. 


A versatile writer, Ramshankar published fourteen dramas, 

three novels, one collection of poems and many translations 

of Hindu scriptures with the single objective to enrich modern 

Oriya literature. Besides writing plays, he arranged regular 

stage shows, thus creating a healthly transition for the theatre 
. Movement in the state. 


His other interest was Social work. He headed the Cuttack 
Municipality for over three decades and piayed a significant 
social role in combating ignorance, superstitions, 
conservatism and drudgery. 


Dr Jayant Kumar Das a geologist-turned-broadcaster, is 
writing for the last decades covering a varieties of subjects 
in Oriya, which include popular science, stories, plays and 
essays on literature and culture. He has published eighteen 
books including Bharatara Khanija Sampada (1981) and Oriya 
Betar Natak (1887). He is now Assistant Station Director of 
Alt India Radio, Cuttack. 
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